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ABSTRACT 

When postmodernism was first introduced into a post-World War II society, the 

movement was an attempt to systematize a new wave of literature. The definition 

described a new, self-reflexive, self-aware, dismembered narrative that signaled a 

canonical break, inverting characterizations, plot, and conventions. That definition 

applied to only a few American writers. The work of Larry McMurtry is neither self-

reflexive nor self-aware, but new interpretations of postmodernism do describe his work, 

which has been problematic for critics since he began to write 

I will examine four McMurtry novels and explain how they fit into 

postmodernism, using a "second generation" definition, one in which "knowing" is 

privileged over knowledge. The novels include Lonesome Dove (1985), Streets of Laredo 

(1993), Dead Man's Walk {1995), and Comanche Moon (1998). McMurtry argues 

implicitly that frontier survival skills are more important to the westerner than academic 

pursuits. This paean to the adventuring cowboy has been recognized in his westerns, but 

he further argues that this way of life has passed and a new character is needed to 

function today. While the survival instinct was necessary, it has been superseded by 

logocentric skills. McMurtry's postmodern metaphor for the chiasmus is physical and 

textual fragmentation. Once he becomes physically fragmented, Augustus McCrae, like 

the West he represents, can no longer survive 

Several critics in recent years have begun to see the new western as postmodern in 

design. The characters in modem westerns find a wodd far more complicated than the 

one portrayed in traditional western American myth For purposes of this work, 1 will 
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emphasize the postmodern definitions of these critics: Brian McHale, Douwe Fokkema, 

Theo D'haen, Deborah Madsen, Frederic Jameson, and Ihab Hassan. Most of the 

definitions I will use come from the "second generation" of theorists, those who took 

their ideas from earlier works. The two dominants or focusing components of the 

definitions will be the ontological aspects of McMurtry's work and the metonymic 

fragmentation that characterizes his novels. McMurtry's postmodern attitudes lie in his 

pragmatic view of life and his eulogy for a passing era 



PREFACE 

At least a decade of my early life was spent on a dusty, fenced-off comer of the 

Swenson Ranch, the SMS, in Stonewall County, Texas. Scarcely 100 miles northeast, in 

Archer County, Texas, lived Larry McMurtry, six years older and light years ahead of me 

in understanding where we were and what was happening to the place we both lived He 

saw western movies portray the gun as an icon of the cowboy, rather than the horse, 

which he recognized as the tme attraction. He objected, perhaps, to the portrayal of our 

ancestors that he saw in film and fiction. 

The passing of the west was an issue McMurtry used as a background motif for 

his first novel, published in 1961, Horseman Pass By. He would return to the idea in 

Leaving Cheyenne, and then explore it even more fully in Lonesome Dove. From the 

time he began it, McMurtry spent more than two decades, intermittently, in writing his 

Pulitzer-Prize-winning epic western novel Lonesome Dove. It was begun as a movie 

script for John Wayne, James Stewart, and Henry Fonda and abandoned when Wayne 

failed to appreciate its story (Busby 179). 

McMurtry's ambivalence toward his home state has been well documented. He 

recognized early the empty page as his home but the west as his heritage: "I missed [the 

ranching life] by the width of a generation, and as I was growing up, heard the whistle of 

its departure. Not long after I entered the pastures of the empty page I realized that the 

place where all my stories start is the heart faced suddenly with the loss of its country, its 

customary and legendary range" (7Â G 140) Chiasmus has been traditionally a major 

motif in his writing. 



McMurtry's novels are characterized by the same ambiguity that drives him In 

his work, few clear-cut distinctions exist. I believe an understanding of the conditions in 

Texas in the 1870's could further an appreciation of McMurtry's Lonesome Dove novels. 

Texas after the Civil War was filled with wild, fleet, long-homed beasts which offered 

little meat and enormous challenge. Unclaimed, the cattle belonged to the entrepreneur 

who branded them In a 1986 essay, McMurtry himself explains: "No one knows how 

many cattle ran free in south Texas at the time of annexation, but by the 1860's their 

numbers had swelled to between three and four million—a free resource, waiting to be 

exploited" ("So Long" 10). 

McMurtry heard stories of past cattle drives from his uncles, saw first-hand what 

the ranching industry had become, how motion pictures and television portrayed his 

region, and perhaps wanted to tell a realistic western story. While he did not necessarily 

disdain the entertainment value of the stories, he did feel entitled to comment. McMurtry 

said in 1988 that his purpose in Lonesome Dove was to dispel the cowboy myth. "I'm a 

critic of the myth of cowboys . . . I don't feel that it's a myth that pertains, and since it's 

part of my heritage I feel it's a legitimate task to criticize it . . The myth of the clean-

living cowboy devoted to agrarian pursuits and the mral way of life is extremely 

limhing" (qtd. in Busby 183). A "bookish" lad, he also realized that he did not fit into 

the lifestyle. His own appreciation of his homeland, his "heart's country," and his 

inclinations away from the pastoral and toward the academic planted the seeds of an 

ambivalence that would drive him to create a new and postmodern literature about our 

mutual and mythic land 
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CHAPTER I 

POSTMODERN WESTERNS: TURNING THE GENRE UPSIDE DOWN 

When postmodemism as a concept was first introduced into a post-Worid War II 

society, the movement was an attempt to systematize a new wave of literature, art, 

architecture, film, and even economics. Academically, the definition was fairly narrow 

and described a new self-reflexive, self-aware, dismembered narrative that signaled a 

break with the traditional canon, inverting characterizations, plot, and conventions in 

storytelling. As that definition stood, it applied to only a few American writers. During 

the last two decades, however, the concept of postmodemism has been extended to 

include a certain attitude that relates to eariy postmodern works, but adds a local insertion 

to an increasingly global reality, an acceptance that the "tmth" may be accessible by 

other means than an academic route. The work of American author Larry McMurtry is 

neither self-reflexive nor self-aware, but several new interpretations of postmodemism do 

describe his work, which has been problematic for critics since he began to write. 

Much of McMurtry's work has been labeled "westem" and indeed, it is set in the 

American West. But his Lonesome Dove tetralogy, the four novels which I will examine 

in this work, does not follow accepted stmcture for the "westem" genre; McMurtry 

brings a new degree of human fallibility to his characters, a pastiche quality to his plots, 

and mise-en-abyme aspect to his texts, wherein one text is somewhat nested or reflected 

in another. However, the aspects of the four works that I propose to examine are not the 

places where he departs from the traditional westem formulaic novel, but the aspects of 

his work that fall into specific arenas now commonly agreed upon as being postmodern. 



Naturally, in many respects, those specific areas where he departs from the canon are the 

areas that seem more strongly postmodern. My focus, however, is where the McMurtry 

text meets the postmodern definition, not where it departs from traditional genre. 

Postmodernists normally view knowledge, and subsequently, literature as 

arbitrary and subjective. Because postmodem is a term applied to architecture, art, 

sociology, film, politics, commerce, and literature, it has become difficuh to define. 

Indeed, postmodem art seems diametrically opposed to postmodem architecture, the first 

being experimental and the latter classical. Literary theorists disagree on the definition, 

on the earmarks, and on the reasons for postmodemism. Some see it as a reaction to 

modernism; others see it as a culmination of effects that grew out of modernism. 

However, certain elements of academic postmodemism are either interwoven or 

closely related; thus, one can extrapolate a working definition, one which suggests that 

knowing is privileged over knowledge. If one accepts that premise. Lonesome Dove and 

its companion novels are postmodern. If, for example, one rejects the logocentric notion 

that written language is the carrier of meaning, that the transcendental signifier represents 

ultimate understanding, then that reader will see postmodernism in Lonesome Dove. In 

that novel, McMurtry argues implicitly that frontier survival skills are more important to 

the westemer than book leaming McMurtry's paean to the adventuring cowboy has been 

recognized in his westem novels, but he further argues, more openly, that this way of life 

is rapidly passing and that a new character is needed to fiinction in the modem worid 

McMurtry has his character Augustus McCrae tear pages out of his Latin grammar to 

build a fire on a cold night to keep himself from freezing to death Gus is the educated 



character, second only to the rancher Wilbarger, who attended Yale College. Wilbarger 

bequeaths volumes of Milton and Virgil to Gus when a gang of outlaws kills him. His 

book leaming does not assist him in the wild West, and Gus's burning of his Latin text 

underscores the notion that survival outweighs education, emphasizing the privileging of 

knowing over knowledge. An important concept of postmodem literature is the 

metaphorical cuts that occur. Once he is physically fragmented, Gus, like the old West 

he represents, cannot survive. 

A few critics in recent years have begun to see the new westem as postmodem in 

design. The characters in these modern westerns find a world far more complicated than 

the one portrayed in traditional westem American myth. McMurtry re-historicizes the 

myth, creating a new appreciation for both the fiction about the period and the American 

West itself Indeed, McMurtry rewrites a view of history, and further fits postmodern 

parameters, by "recreating an ahernative course of events." McMurtry's work is 

uchronian, a term Elisabeth Wessling uses to refer to a "counterfactual fantasy which 

devises ahematives within the confines of documented history" (qtd. in Fokkema 31). 

Postmodem fiction normally employs a tactic of juxtaposing the real against the 

fictitious, and the postmodem author often blurs that distinction between them, providing 

a parallactic view of history. 

Founding fathers of the postmodem movement Hans Bertens and Ihab Hassan are 

two theorists who see postmodemism as an outgrowth of modemism and closely allied to 

it. Gerald Graff suggests that it "extends rather than overturns" modemism (52) Much 

of postmodem thought originated in European countries, since World War II John 



Carios Rowe claims, "insofar as a certain kind of postmodernity has come to dominate 

the United States academy, it is one shaped more by European thinkers than by any other 

source" (180), and much of the interest about postmodern westerns comes from 

Europeans. As postmodem thought has evolved, it has fallen into two eras: one group of 

theorists has divided postmodem literature into that published before 1980 and that 

published afterward. The pre-1980 material, they claim, has an "anything goes" attitude, 

while the more recent material is open to political and ideological commitment (Bertens 

and Fokkema viii). Novelist John Barth and critic Brian McHale fall into the first 

"generation" of theorists, while the latter is supported by Fredric Jameson and Linda 

Hutcheon, among others. Essayist Ihab Hassan is a first generation postmodernist who 

has evolved into a second generation one. The second generation opened the field to 

include those suppressed voices of the past. 

Those "suppressed voices" were a natural resuh of the original concept of 

postmodernism, in which the written word was highly representational or allegorical; the 

allegory was the discourse of the absent authority, the "other." Postmodemism as a term 

may fall into that category, simply because of the differing views of what exactly it is. 

Simply because disagreement exists, however, does not mean all theories are equally 

valid in all situations, or that postmodemism can be confined to one author and one 

definition. One can extrapolate a "dominant," a conceptual tool helpful in identifying 

certain characteristics of postmodemism. For example, Brian McHale sees the 

"dominant" in modemism as epistemological (McHale 9), while the dominant in 

postmodemism is ontological (McHale 10). According to McHale, "Intractable 



epistemological uncertainty becomes at a certain point ontological plurality or 

instability: push epistemological questions far enough and they 'tip over' into 

ontological questions" (11). The idea that the tendency is reversible and not uni

directional suggests that no taxonomic purity exists in literature, that elements of 

postmodemism can be found in all literature. 

Theorist Mihai Spariosu has postulated that "postmodem literature attempts to 

deal with a worid in which all discourse has become allegorical"; he believes that 

allegory gradually fell out of favor with literary theorists, many of whom saw 

postmodemism as performative rather than allegorical (Spariosu 61). He believes that 

allegory regained its hermeneutic function, however, with the rise of semiotics, bringing 

it back to postmodemism with the concept of signifiers. The relationship of a signifier to 

its referent is power, which constitutes a domain immanent within knowledge but 

irreducible to its categories of analysis, according to Ronald Bogue (9). Gilles Deleuze 

defines power as relations between forces, each force having a capacity to affect and be 

affected by other sources. Such observations are indubitably tme of McMurtry's westem 

material, which is marked by a shifting of power within the setting, but the shift is never 

an easy transition. 

Perhaps most well known for his effort to evolve a global concept of 

postmodemism is Fredric Jameson (Carroll 99), who has most often focused on 

postmodem economics. Academic postmodemism has been called a "globalization/ 

localization" (Diriik 37) and described as a "process of uneven development that 

fragments as it coordinates" (Bertens 117). Such a definition places a much larger 



postmodem mbric over literature, but falls short of liberalizing it into meaninglessness. 

Instead, it offers an expanded hermeneutic view of ambiguities, where one's perception 

becomes cmcial. Jameson argues: 

There is no longer a difference between essence and appearance, latent 
and manifest content, authenticity and inauthenticity, signifier and 
signified. Postmodemity is also impure, in that borders have been eroded, 
such as that between signifier and signified, between inside and outside, 
between high and low culture. Perhaps, most important, postmodemity is 
fragmented, (qtd. in Peterson 147-8) 

German theorist Ulrich Broich claims that a postmodem text furthermore is not 

meant to have closure, homogeneity, and unity; he says that postmodern writers create 

"open, polyphonous, dissonant and fragmented texts" (252) with a high degree of 

intertextuality. 

Barth argues that a "postmodem writer aspires to a fiction more democratic in its 

appeal" (Kershner 74), and Stanley Grenz claims that "postmodem works often . . 

speak a language and use elements that are accessible to nonprofessionals as well as 

professionals]. In this manner, postmodem expressions bring the professional and the 

popular realms together" (31). Larry McMurtry's work, because of its accessible 

language and its strangely allegorical quality, fits perfectly into such definitions. 

Critic Grenz characterizes postmodemism as having an ethos that is "centerless" 

(19) and later argues that postmodem artists confront their audience with a muhiplicity of 

styles, a seemingly discordant polyphony of decontextualized voices R.B. Kershner 

explains that thinkers such as Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Roland Barthes, and 

Michel Foucault believe that postmodem works of literature participate in a discourse, a 

system of signification that always exceeds any intended message and always escapes 



any individual center or controlling self (28). These definitions dovetail with the 

ontological views of McHale and the concept of fragmentation espoused by Jameson. 

Critic Noam Chomsky has addressed the question of "competence" in linguistics, 

the concept of achieving a complete understanding between one another. The 

postmodem idea is one that extends the literary ear to listen to those voices which 

previously have been unheard. Philosophically, it is assumed that all the competing 

voices in postmodem literature have a more or less equal claim to the tmth The "dead 

white Europeans" who formed our language and wrote our literature have been forced, in 

some cases, to stand aside for a variety of ethnic storytellers who have raised their voices. 

As Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and Maya Angelou have argued eloquently, to obtain a 

voice in the modern culture is to acquire power, to become acknowledged. 

For the purposes of this work, I will emphasize the postmodem definitions of Ihab 

Hassan, Brian McHale, Douwe Fokkema, Theo D'haen, Deborah Madsen, and Frederic 

Jameson. This should not be understood to mean that the definitions of other postmodem 

theorists will be ignored, simply that the definitions of those mentioned are more directly 

applicable to McMurtry's work. Most of the definitions I will use come from the second 

generation of theorists, those who took their ideas from earlier works. Two "dominants'' 

or focusing components of the definitions will be the ontological aspects of McMurtry's 

work and the metonymic fragmentation that characterizes his novels; I will expand Brian 

McHale's definition to include a view of the deathbed topos illustrated in Lonesome Dove 

—that the path is the path, that life is to be lived as it comes, an adventure, a journey with 

inherent rewards along the way, not the chiliastic view seen often in literature 



McMurtry's postmodern attitudes lie in his pragmatic view of life and his eulogy for a 

passing era, an ambiguous and postmodern outlook. 

McHale's definhion of postmodern ontology poses the questions of "How can I 

interpret this worid of which I am a part? And what am I in it?" While McMurtry's 

characters certainly spend little time in such self-reflection, the text itself provides ample 

clues as to the characters' opinions about both their own responsibilities, in addition to 

the pleasurable and obligatory aspects of life. Fokkema suggests that McHale sees 

postmodemism as a way of writing that explores possible worids, or even impossible, but 

thinkable worlds (20). Fokkema believes that postmodemism can include the 

epistemological and argues that h is more existential than ontological, and allows 

"ontological" as appropriate only if it is stretched and narrowed to mean the making of 

autonomous worlds (21). The definitions of both men apply to McMurtry's work, even if 

the application is superficial, as we will see. McMurtry's created world in Lonesome 

Dove is so "thinkable" that the characters have become part of popular culture. 

Additionally, existential views of life definitely are part of the characters' descriptions. 

The modemist novels that preceded the postwar age of postmodemity normally 

were marked by an "epiphany" when the hero experiences a seamless relationship 

between himself and the worid, according to British Professor Deborah L. Madsen (130), 

one of the few modern theorists to assess Larry McMurtry's work in postmodem terms 

McMurtry's characters experience no such self-awareness, even for a moment. Instead, 

they are driven by disparate demons, mshing headlong and heedlessly, toward the end of 

life. Madsen claims the transcendence of the distance between self and land, depicted in 



classic westerns, simply mocks the finstrated desires of McMurtry's postmodem heroes 

(133) and that McMurtry displaces the old westem heroes with new ones who often are 

betrayed by Nature. While Owen Wister's Virginian revels in his communion with the 

wilderness on his honeymoon, speaking of the "intimate delight" afforded by the island in 

the mountain stream (Wister 418), McMurtry's characters endure a hostile force that 

actively threatens their lives and souls. 

Postmodem critic Theo D'haen remarked in an essay that "McMurtry, of course, 

has never received a postmodem accolade, and consequently his westems have remained 

confined to the shadows of popular literature" (191). Several critics in recent years have 

examined the re-visioned historical novel as conceivably postmodem, and a few have 

included the westem, for various reasons. D'haen has believed for years that the modem 

westem is postmodem, naturally. 

Hutcheon describes the westem as "historiographic metafiction" and says it 

embodies the visible paradoxes of the postmodern by virtue of its ability to "bridge the 

gap between the elite art and the popular" (qtd. in D'haen 184). She links that 

metafiction to a logocentric base, which is not typical of McMurtry's fiction. Madsen 

argues that one can identify shifts in textual form by examining a Hterary genre, such as 

the westem (129). She believes that McMurtry is a postmodern writer because he seeks 

to "deconstmct the genre" (129). Noting that recent representations of westems signal a 

shift from modemism to postmodemism, from epistemological texts to ontological ones, 

Madsen believes that postmodem westems take a self-consciously nostalgic approach to 

the West, that they "approximate postmodern descriptions of the sublime as something 



that can be thought of only in terms of its inaccessibility" (129). A catalyst of the cattle 

drive in Lonesome Dove is that the tamed Texas inhabited by the aging Rangers has 

become dull and uninteresting, offering no flirther challenges to the adventure-seeking 

pair. As they themselves have tamed the land, their efforts literally cause their own 

obsolescence. Ontology is perhaps privileged over entropy in this hermeneutic view. 

The literary westem hero, tacitum by design, needs to be included in the newly 

broadened postmodem arena. McMurtry's text argues that such men indeed were not 

caricatures, but men of strength, determination, and fallibility, who can take their literary 

places alongside Hester Prynne, Huck Finn, and Ma Joad as examples of the American 

consciousness. The westemers' muteness, McMurtry once said, is a problematical facet 

of an otherwise strong personality: 

Mythically and actually, the Texas male has never been celebrated for his 
qualities of mind, or the ability to communicate, or the capacity to feel and 
to express feeling. His preeminence has been as a doer: one who, above 
all, can get things done. And that he can. These males have settled a 
harsh land, sprinkled it with well-managed cities. (McMurtry, 
"Unfinished" 164) 

McMurtry's metalingual competence gives voice to those westem heroes, offering them a 

verisimilitude previously unknown in the westem genre, which has tended to offer 

examples of quiet but larger-than-life heroes who never existed and never will, short

changing the actual men and women who lived and worked in the historic American 

West. 

Westem American literature traditionally uses one of two motifs: in the first, 

popularized by such writers as Zane Grey and Louis L'Amour, the idea is prevalent that 

the westemer can and must subdue the land. He can fence it into segments, destroy those 
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organisms which threaten the populace, and force the land to succor him. He respects 

the land, but he does not bow to it in any way; he will rearrange it to accommodate his 

needs. A second and subsidiary motif, popularized by the novels of Native American 

writers such as Leslie Marmon Silko in Ceremony, argues that the tme westemer (the 

Native American) must honor the land, offer obeisance; Mother Nature will nurture him, 

once he has achieved harmony. Ultimately, those who dishonor the land (the intmders) 

will be ejected and peace and prosperity will reign once again. 

Larry McMurtry's heroes fit into neither category, further suggesting a 

postmodem approach to his fiction. His heroes attempt neither to subdue the land, nor do 

they honor it. They accommodate themselves, instead, enduring hardship or reveling in 

nature's bounty, whichever is offered. McMurtry implicitly argues that tolerance is the 

epiphanic key, that stoic fight to survive, year after year, from birth to death. This 

argument might be constmed as an existential view. The realization that McMurtry's 

characters achieve is that life indeed is tough, a paraleipsis undeserving of the term 

"epiphany." Life is not mimetic of narrative stmcture, and the deathbed observations of 

McMurtry's characters place them squarely into a postmodem ontological arena. 

Jameson argues that postmodemism is characterized by three central metaphors: 

superficiality, impurity, and fragmentation. Jameson's idea is the basis for much of my 

own argument, but it is augmented by the ideas of European theorists D'haen and 

Madsen, both of whom see the "new" westem as postmodem. Hassan, of Egyptian 

ancestry, provides a list of postmodem elements that I will use. Larry McMurtry's 

westem fiction falls into the second generation of the postmodem category by virtue of 
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muhiple themes of fragmentation and loss expressed in such areas as stmcture, 

characters, landscape, and culture. 

The four novels that I will examine, published over a period of thirteen years, are 

Lonesome Dove (1985), Streets of Laredo (1993), Dead Man's Walk (1995), and 

Comanche Moon (1998). Dove was the first and most successful of the novels and will 

be the major focus of my research. All four books, however, include postmodem motifs 

of fragmentation and loss, for example, themes that characterize all McMurtry's work, 

overlaying often the episodic stmcture of the novel with an affirmation of a decentered 

subjectivity. McMurtry not only telescopes time effectively within his novels, but also 

carries the concept of fragmentation to new height, using a metaphor of physical 

fragmentation to allegorize the unreasonable paradigm that resuhed from the beloved 

myth. Textual (Fokkema 38) and chronological fragmentation (Bertens 107) normally 

are associated with postmodemism, those places where the story is non-sequential in 

regard to both event and time. McMurtry effectively fragments every aspect of his work, 

including the landscape, the characters' physical bodies and emotional selves, families 

and couples, the chronology of the nineteenth century, and the stmcture of the novel. 

Between McMurtry's intricately wrought characters who seek no tmth and admit none, 

and his fragmented worids that experience no heterotopic epiphanies, I will argue that the 

four novels comprising the Lonesome Dove tetralogy are indeed postmodern, using the 

second generation of postmodem theories to define the movement. 

In Chapter E, I will survey the criticism that exists about McMurtry's work 

Little tmly academic criticism exists; most American theorists, unsure of who and what 
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McMurtry writes about, ignore him and his work. In fact, when they examine the 

cultural phenomenon that has constituted the westem genre, they look at movies of the 

1940's and I950's, not literature. To those who have noticed the novels, Zane Grey is 

the uhimate westem novelist, and Riders of the Purple Sage, published in 1912, the 

preferred westem text. Texas-bound critics tend to dismiss McMurtry's work because of 

its non-adherence to traditional westem genre. They often compare him to other Texas 

writers, or regional novelists, a category into which he never fit. In recent years, a few 

European critics have addressed his westem material. Dozens of articles, however, and at 

least three texts are devoted solely to McMurtry, and selected material from each of them 

is extremely helpful in understanding McMurtry's work. 

McMurtry's novels were not published in the order in which the story occurs; 

thus, I will look at them in the order in which they were written, mainly because the 

sequel and both prequels have a "paint by number" quality to them. Perhaps because he 

was not able to create ehher the Lonesome Dove story or the characters anew, his 

creativity was obviously suppressed, and the other novels' major value comes from the 

introduction of new characters and adventures. In all the novels, however, I will examine 

McMurtry's major motifs of friendship, hardship, leaving, the passing of an era, and his 

ambivalent attempts to destroy the myth of the glamorous west. 

In Chapter HI, I will look at the major text in the series. Lonesome Dove, with a 

view toward positing it as the touchstone for the four novels. That novel was published 

in 1985, and as the first of the series, acts as paradigm for the others. In that novel, 

McMurtry created a successful postmodem text; in h, he further achieved a cultural 
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phenomenon, writing what many see as the ultimate westem novel. In Lonesome Dove, 

McMurtry sets his own standard for postmodem attitude and fragmentation. He parodies 

mythical cowboys and criticizes the cultural atmosphere; he tweaks the familial model, 

exposes the personal shortcomings, and dismembers the corporal bodies of his characters. 

He even fragments his landscape by describing a fenced-off Texas. His traditional motifs 

of paired characters and settings, for example, are most evident in Lonesome Dove, and 

are inevitably destroyed; furthermore, at least twenty-one deaths occur in the novel, few 

as a resuh of any frontier justice that might have existed. The novel is also by far the 

most commercially successful of the four. 

In Chapter IV, I will look at Streets of Laredo (1993), the second in the series and 

the final tale in the lives of the characters. It is the most tragic of the four, and the 

physical dismemberment that ends the active life of character Woodrow Call is even 

more metaphorically apparent than the lost limb in Lonesome Dove. SOL is severely 

weakened, textually, by the absence of character Augustus McCrae, who dies near the 

end oiLonesome Dove. The differing approaches to life by Call and McCrae, which 

characterize all four novels, are as apparent in Streets as any of the remaining novels, 

even though Gus is not a character. Call has the stage in Streets, but he shares it with Pea 

Eye Parker and Lorena Wood Parker, loyal corporal and ex-prostitute who first appear in 

the opening pages oiLonesome Dove. Pea Eye and Lorena are the two real survivors of 

the half-century saga and may well be the postmodem heroic models for the text. 

Dead Man's Walk (1995), is the novel in which the two characters, Woodrow Call 

and Augustus McCrae, first meet as teenagers, but as it was written third, I will examine 
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it in that order, in Chapter V. McMurtry also begins the book with an actual 

geographical exploration, modifying the resuhs and combining two actual treks into one 

in his Active account, the first the 1841 Mier Expedition and the Santa Fe Expedition in 

the following year. In actuality, both ended pooriy for the "Texians," but McMurtry 

changed the circumstances to fit his own criteria. An annoying aspect of the story is that 

the ages of the characters are never specified and are only hinted at by McMurtry, who 

uses such coy phrases as that the pair joined the Texas Rangers before they had reached 

the age of twenty. Perhaps striving to be more politically correct. Dead Man '5 Walk 

includes several observations attesting to the Comanche skill in negotiating such hostile 

landscape. Dismemberment and pairings abound in this story, additionally. It, too, is 

postmodern. 

In Chapter VI, I will address Comanche Moon, 1998, the most recently published 

of the four texts, but third chronologically. It covers the longest period of time, and is the 

most fragmented, historically. Pinpointing an exact date is problematical in all four of 

the Lonesome Dove novels, but is particularly troublesome in Comanche Moon. In it, 

McMurtry most obviously telescopes history, using both real events and actual historical 

characters, albeit superficially. McMurtry has been criticized for having virtually ignored 

the Mexican-American War in 1848, as well as the American Civil War. Oddly, much of 

the attention in Comanche Moon is not focused on Call and McCrae; often stories of 

other characters dominate, suggesting that McMurtry himself simply may have exhausted 

his creativity in describing the exploits of the two characters. The fact of the fragmented 
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attention fiirther suggests a postmodern quality. Only one-third of that novel is devoted 

to the Lonesome Dove characters. 

Comanche Moon is the only one of the four texts that does not have a television 

mini-series based on it. CBS, the owner of the remaining properties, failed to purchase 

the CM rights. They are presently owned by ABC Television, and may yet be produced 

as a mini-series. The novel, Comanche Moon, nevertheless, includes certain ontological 

and fragmentation themes that place it into a postmodem category. For example, in the 

novel. Captain Inish Scull, a Harvard man, is imprisoned in a cage suspended over a 

canyon. He uses his own wits and his memory of Greek to occupy himself, leaving an 

account of an Homeric battle scratched on the side of a cliff in Mexico. Even after 

having his eyelids removed. Scull survives by his own wit, endurance, and luck. His 

education has little bearing on his travail. 

In Chapter Vn, I will summarize my conclusions and argument that Larry 

McMurtry's work deserves additional academic attention by virtue of its postmodern 

qualities. If McMurtry is suggesting that knowing is superior, historigraphically, then his 

modern fiction implies that a different kind of knowing is needed. His theme of the 

passing of the west suggests that while knowing may have been an important skill on the 

frontier, those instinctive feelings of danger no longer apply in a modem world. That era 

has passed and with it, the need for those survival instincts. What is needed today is an 

understanding of ourselves. An epigraph for Lonesome Dove is a quotation from T. K. 

Whipple: 

All America lies at the end of the wilderness road, and our past is not a 
dead past, but still lives in us. Our forefathers had civilization inside 
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themselves, the wild outside. We live in the civilization they created, but 
within us the wildemess still lingers. What they dreamed, we live, and 
what they lived, we dream. (Stucfy Out the Land 22) 

That McMurtry would choose that observation to begin his epic novel suggests 

that each of the groups, our forefathers and we, envy the other. If the wilderness exists 

today within us, then a knowing of ourselves would assist our understanding of those 

internal frontiers. 

McMurtry has never disappeared completely from the academic scene, and seems 

to attract more attention now than he did shortly after the publication of Lonesome Dove. 

Such consistent interest makes apparent that both the westem genre is worthy of 

additional criticism, and that McMurtry himself deserves careful examination. 
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CHAPTER II 

WHAT THE CRITICS HAVE TO SAY 

The limited amount of existing crhicism of Larry McMurtry's work can be 

categorized into that written by Texas observers and that written by outside 

academicians. The overwhelming bulk of existing criticism has been produced in 

McMurtry's home state of Texas, suggesting that modem scholars are at a loss as to how 

to label McMurtry's work. Texans do not see his work as representative of westem 

genre; in fact, westem critics such as John R. Milton, Jane Tompkins, and Lee Clark 

Mitchell do not see McMurtry's work as typical westem genre material, but academicians 

in general tend to categorize it as such. Because McMurtry is so difficuh to categorize, 

and because my premise about McMurtry's work differs significantly from previous 

crhicism, it will be helpful to look at what does exist, and how those critics see 

McMurtry's work. Some of that criticism is extremely insightful, but many of those 

critics look at the entire body of McMurtry's work, causing their argument to become too 

generalized. 

Several volumes of criticism have been published about McMurtry's work over 

the years, nearly all in Texas. For example. Southwestern Literature editor Mark Busby 

has written an indexed 344-page analysis of McMurtry's novels and his two volumes of 

essays. Busby's analysis, published in 1995 by the University of North Texas Press, is 

tntitled Larry McMurtry and the West: An Ambivalent Relationship. In it, Busby divides 

McMurtry's fictional life into categories, looking at his very early work, his "Houston 

Trilogy," the "Trash Trilogy," a trilogy of sequels, a trilogy of frontier novels, and his 
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movie associations. Each of those categories neatly includes three novels, a 

classification that no longer applies. Busby's premise is that McMurtry's work is marked 

and often troubled by his ambivalence, by his hatred of and his love for his home state. 

Busby argues that Lonesome Dove is no formula westem novel, but was an effort to de-

mythicize the American West. He believes that although McMurtry imbued his heroes 

with heroic qualities, he endowed them with an equal number of fraihies. That human 

quality, found in all McMurtry's characters, makes them more believable and therefore, 

more beloved. Busby believes. He suggests that McMurtry failed to destroy the myth, 

and that McMurtry himself had postulated the reason as the sheer strength of the myth 

hself Busby notes that McMurtry combined elements of the actual whh the fictional for 

his massive novel. Lonesome Dove, and observes that McMurtry uses suspense and 

foreshadowing as well as a captivity narrative to develop his story. 

Busby writes that McMurtry's best work acknowledges the oppositions of frontier 

mythology and merges the dualities. It is not simply a question of substituting another 

more positive value—wilderness, for example—for a negative one, civilization. Rather, 

McMurtry works conflicting ideas into an operating whole that can account for the 

variety of American life. For McMurtry, the frontier represents amalgamation (Busby 

48). Busby goes on to discuss the dualities, listing three important elements of the 

southwestem frontier myth as delineated by Larry Goodwyn in a 1971 essay, "The 

Frontier Myth and Southwestem Literature." Those three elements. Busby says, are the 

pastoral legend that includes primitivism, the inherent masculinity, and the racist view 

Busby believes that McMurtry probes the problematic relationship between 
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Southwesterners and the natural landscape, that he confronts sexism directly by using 

very strong women characters as heroines, but that he addresses racial equality to a far 

lesser degree. He does acknowledge that McMurtry's minority characters are not 

stereotypical (51). Busby stops short of applying a postmodem label to McMurtry's 

work, but he is the only critic who has addressed McMurtry's penchant for 

fragmentation: "Another important repeated image in McMurtry's work concems 

diminished physical skills, often symbolized by lost body parts" (Busby 66). 

Contrasting Lonesome Dove to a traditional "trail drive" novel, Busby remarks 

that McMurtry deviates by stmcturing his novel so that the "end of the line is less 

important than the joumey itself (195), which could be viewed as a postmodem quality; 

Busby recalls that other critics such as Janis Stout have noticed that a "permanent 

restlessness" and a "fruitless geographical search" {Taking Stock 67) are a part of 

McMurtry's early novels. Busby's contention is that Lonesome Dove, despite its 

problems, "lifted McMurtry into the lofty realm of serious American novelists who make 

the bestseller list" (Busby 200). Busby believes, erroneously I think, that McMurtry's 

best work has spmng from his resolution of his ambivalence. That love/hate lends his 

fiction the necessary tension that marks a memorable novel. 

Four years after the publication of Lonesome Dove^ while McMurtry was still a 

hot commodity, several Texas wrhers combined efforts to produce a book of critical 

essays about McMurtry's work. Taking Stock: A Larry McMurtry Casebook was edited 

by Clay Reynolds, with the assistance of James Ward Lee, Tom Pilkington, Emestine P. 

Sewell, Mark Busby, Robert Flynn, and Don Graham. An afterword was written by 
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Hamlin Hill, and an extensive bibliography is included, compiled by Charies Williams. 

Published by Southem Methodist University Press, the 1989 volume was described by D. 

L. Birchfield as a volume in which "practically all of Texas takes turns telling what they 

consider to be wrong with Larry McMurtry" (47). Only four of its fifty or so essays 

directly address Lonesome Dove. 

In Taking Stock, criticism of McMurtry's Texas novels often is aimed at the 

behavior of the characters themselves, a somewhat hypocritical assessment because the 

stereotypical unflawed heroes of western fiction have been much maligned by critics of 

genre material. Because much of McMurtry's work is based on historical events, many 

argue that he does not portray either the real or fictional characters as role models; the 

implication is that flawed characters should receive punishment. Gus' death and Call's 

mute loneliness are insufficient justice for their crimes of commission and omission. 

For example, Robert Flynn accuses McMurtry of filling his novel with 

"uninteresting people" who "countenanced righteous arrogance and racial bigotry" {TS 

299). Much of the criticism directed at Lonesome Dove concems the "theft" of the horses 

and cattie taken on the drive {TS 325). Gus himself observes: "It's a funny life. All 

these cattle and nine-tenths of the horses is stolen, and yet we was once respected 

lawmen" {LD 205). McMurtry's tendency to describe the horse thieving activities of the 

retired Rangers in a manner as to suggest that those activities are a huge game certainly 

has annoyed historians and critics alike, but both Call and McCrae refer to the practice, 

particulariy the situation following the death of foe Pedro Flores, as pleasurable: "We 

might as well go to Montana," Call says quietly, "the fun's over around here" {LD 170). 
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McMurtry's portrayals of his heroes have been viewed ambivalently by the 

Taking Stock essayists; a few see the characters as at least interesting, if flawed. 

Emestine P. Sewell, in an essay that McMurtry was said to have liked particulariy, 

argued that McMurtry's Texas Rangers are men with "feet of clay" {TS 319), and 

included a reference to McMurtry's 1968 "attack" on the Waher Prescott Webb history, 

The Texas Rangers. McMurtry himself has said that the Texas Rangers were racist, 

sexist, bmtal men who committed depredations as heinous as any of their legitimate prey 

and were homicidal toward minority victims. Sewell wrote perhaps the most well-known 

criticism of McMurtry's heroes, in which she argues eloquently that Woodrow Call, 

Augustus McCrae, and Jake Spoon must combine to form the "cowboy-god" of the 

westem, and that once Jake hangs and Gus dies, the god is destroyed (323). In her view, 

obviously, the characters are fragmented initially. She took her idea of the "cowboy-

god" from McMurtry himself, who declared the "god who abandons Texas" to have been 

a horseman, a god of the country whose home was the frontier and whose mythos 

celebrates the masculine ideas appropriate to a frontier (7Â G xv). 

Conversely, McMurtry normally is credited with having created very strong 

female characters, but he has received much criticism for his portrayals of women. Don 

Graham complains that Lorena Wood is a "whining prostitute" {TS 313) in Lonesome 

Dove who apparently ought to keep even more remarkably silent than she does about her 

bmtal abduction and rape. In Taking Stock, the criticism of McMurtry's women 

characters often is polarized: "The most vividly present of the ladies in the book is 

Lorena," an observation by Robert M. Adams {TS 308), contrasts sharply with the 
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opinion of Graham that "Lorena is not one of McMurtry's triumphs in the 

characterization of women" {TS 3U). The least applicable mention, however, belongs to 

Flynn, who remarks that "Mothers are as utilitarian as washboards and as handsome and 

ill-used, but they gain something close to wisdom" {TS 299). The reference is to the 

women in Lonesome Dove, but actually does not apply to any of the four mothers 

appearing in the text: Clara Allen, Elmira Johnson, Maude Rainey, or the Widow Spettle. 

None gain in understanding at all; Clara Allen is the character of whom he must have 

spoken, but her accurate view of Gus as an unstable drifter is established very early in her 

life by her refusal to wed Gus. Her "wisdom" about Gus's rambling proclivities is 

documented from the first: "I knew you for a rake and a rambler but it was sweet to 

pretend you loved only me" {LD 675). 

McMurtry himself has described the westem novel or movie as exclusionary 

toward women, and both male and female critics have deplored the powerlessness of the 

female on the frontier. Mitchell says, "Feminist film critics claim that even when women 

are physically present on the screen they nonetheless are cinematically excluded, since 

they only appear as spectacle or fetishes for the process of male narcissism—a process 

that never takes place directly, and therefore must be negotiated through the diversion of 

the female body" (160). Owen Wister's fiction posited women as necessary to male 

definition, the necessity resting on the notion of gender as a biological given (Mitchell 

138). The westem hero, to be free and heroic, could not be immured by female needs and 

weaknesses. Such trappings robbed him of that which rendered him ideal, and bound him 

to a place, to civilization, preventing him from seeking further adventure. McMurtry has 
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described the fiinction of women in the West as "to applaud male prowess" {ING 64), an 

accurate assessment, in many respects. Woman's place in the West falls into the same 

category as the farmer's, very likely—tied to the land and far too beset by survival 

obligations to seek such adventure as a trail drive to Montana. 

Reynolds has suggested that Benjamin Capps' The Trail to Ogalalla is a far 

superior trail drive novel to Lonesome Dove {TS 334), a complaint that has merit only if 

one describes Lonesome Dove as a "trail drive" novel. Capps'cattle indeed are more 

interesting than McMurtry's relatively tame herd, but McMurtry's characters are 

memorable and Capps' are not. 

Mainly, of course, McMurtry's stmcture comes under fire. LD has "too many 

sub-plots" {TS 331) as well as "too many minor characters." Reynolds complains the 

sub-plots threaten to remove our attention from the cattle drive where it rightfully 

belongs to the posturings of Elmira who does not deserve it; he adds that the minor 

characters are so colorless as to be forgettable, which requires that McMurtry refresh our 

memories each time they stroll onto the page. McMurtry's language, plus that of his 

characters, is inconsistent {TS 332). It has been noted that Lonesome Dove is both a 

mythical Westem and an anti-mythical Westem. The book is too long, its women are too 

strong, too weak, too absent, too whiny, and too delayed. Too many coincidences exist. 

Moreover, those complaints are limited to Lonesome Dove. 

Another 1989 text is entitled Range Wars: Heated Debates, Sober Reflections, 

and Other Assessments of Texas Writing, edited by Craig Clifford and Tom Pilkinton, 

and published by SMU Press in Dallas. It includes ten critical essays, including one by 
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McMurtry and seven mostly about his shortcomings. Another simply lists Texas' best 

novels. While not specifically addressing McMurtry's work, the volume devotes several 

inches in its index to McMurtry references. Most of the criticism is based on the 

McMurtry essay included in the text, "Ever a Bridegroom: Reflections on the Failure of 

Texas Literature," which appeared originally in The Texas Observer in October, 1981. 

For two decades after beginning his huge westem novel (1965-1985) Lonesome 

Dove, McMurtry directed his attention to what he saw as the fascinating symptoms of a 

mral-to-urban shift in Texas; he saw himself as more urban than mral and believed that 

he had depleted his creativity in regard to frontier fiction. McMurtry's dissatisfaction 

with mral themes and the historical period is well documented, specifically in that 

controversial "Bridegroom" article, which rocked Texas academics when it was first 

published. In h, he said, "I didn't deplore country living—still don't—but I had no doubt 

at all that urban life offered me richer possibihties as a novelist" (qtd. in RW 19). He 

strongly chided Texas writers for their dependence on the tired themes. 

The resuhing furor was "a firestorm of controversy" {RW 166) and "a shot heard 

'round Texas—maybe even 'round the world—and McMurtry's contention that Texas 

literature has been, to this point a dismal 'failure' detonated an explosive controversy, 

with charges and countercharges echoing through the state's Hterary circles" {RW 156). 

A flurry of essays, including the Range Wars volume, followed McMurtry's remarks It 

is saddening, but perhaps not surprising, to realize that McMurtry's Pulitzer-Prize-

winning, 821-page magnum opus. Lonesome Dove, generated nowhere near the same 
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level of crhical response as McMurtry's 29-page essay, publicizing his opinion about the 

state of Texas letters, published in 1981. 

A fourth volume of criticism is a dissertation by Roger Wahon Jones at Texas 

A&M University, Larry McMurtry and the Victorian Novel, published by TAMU Press 

in 1994. Jones' premise is that McMurtry was influenced most strongly by the British 

narratives of the nineteenth century, and that The Woodlanders, a novel by Thomas 

Hardy, is a likely inspiration for Lonesome Dove, by virtue of its "sense of a worid" (3) 

McMurtry says he was influenced by such writers and believes his work could be 

classified in the same vein as George EWoVs Middlemarch (qtd. in Jones 3). Jones 

believes "McMurtry's work has been ignored or treated with condescension by literary 

critics charmed by the convolutions of postmodemism" (4), an oversight he hopes to 

correct. While Jones' premise is fascinating, his focus is shattered as he treats the entire 

body of McMurtry's work, including the questionable choice of an unpublished personal 

essay written by McMurtry when he was in college, and which is separated from the 

criticism by at least four decades. The action suggests that McMurtry himself must be 

viewed as ontological, as well as his work, that in forty years of living, he is unlikely to 

change his mind about spiritual matters. "Angels Near the Star: A Prelude to 

Remembrance" is the title of the essay, and Jones' decision to include the dated work, 

available to researchers only in the Larry McMurtry collection at the University of 

Houston Library, places that chapter of the work beyond the scope of the normal reader. 

In the work, he addresses what he sees as McMurtry's religious beliefs, but McMurtry 

himself claims that he has none: "I have never had any religious feeling. Belong to no 
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church. I was an atheist at 14 and still one at 18" (Correspondence, 10/4/99). 

Additionally, Jones' reading of Lonesome Dove is cursory, not surprising in view of the 

scope of the material he addresses and the mere eighty-four pages in which he does it. 

A 1987 monograph written by Lera Patrick Tyler Lich was published by Eakin 

Press in Austin, Texas, and is entitled Larry McMurtry's Texas: Evolution of the Myth. 

In it, she sees Newt Dobbs as the character in which "McMurtry places the greatest 

promise and simplest aspirations" (54), an idea espoused by several critics who see Newt 

as the herald of the future. Newt-as-heir, unfortunately, is not home out in Lonesome 

Dove's sequel. Streets of Laredo. Newt is dispatched with little fanfare in Chapter Two: 

"The whole Montana scheme had collapsed in two years . . . Newt. . . had been killed 

late in the summer" {SOL 29). The bulk of Lich's study is devoted to other McMurtry 

novels, however, rather than Lonesome Dove. 

An earlier McMurtry study was published in 1978 as part of the Living Author 

Series by the Pan American School of Humanities. It addresses McMurtry's 1960's work 

and pre-dates all the Lonesome Dove texts. Entitled Larry McMurtry: Unredeemed 

Dreams, it was edited by Dorey Schmidt and includes an extensive personal interview. 

Two early works were a biography of McMurtry by Charles D. Peavy, in 1977 (published 

in Boston as part of Twayne's U.S. Authors Series) and one by Thomas Landess in 1969 

(published in Austin as part of the Southwest Writers Series), both entitled simply Larry 

McMurtry. Raymond Neinstein wrote, in 1976, The Ghost Country: A Study of the 

Novels of Larry McMurtry, notable because of its publication at Berkeley. 
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In looking at critical material about western novels, one will inevitably locate 

John R. Mihon's The Novel of the American West, 1980; Jane Tompkins' West of 

Everything: The Inner Life of Westems, 1992; and Lee Clark Mitchell's Westerns: 

Making the Man in Film and Fiction, 1996. Others likely to appear in any database 

search are Will Wright's Sixguns and Society, 1975; and John G. Cawelti's The Six-Gun 

Mystique, 1971. Milton believes McMurtry, akhough labeled a westem writer, simply 

"does not seem to be one" (232), his only mention of McMurtry. Tompkins, Wright, and 

Cawelti totally ignore McMurtry, while Mhchell includes a single line to argue: "The 

success of Larry McMurtry's Lonesome Dove (1989) encouraged the first of a number of 

television miniseries" (258). McMurtry's omission in the texts about the American West 

underscores the critical perception that McMurtry is difficult to classify. 

During the last few years, several volumes of criticism about the American West 

have appeared, all featuring only brief acknowledgements of McMurtry. A 1999 

publication by critic Richard W. Etulain is entitled Telling Western Stories: From 

Buffalo Bill to Larry McMurtry and was published by the University of New Mexico 

Press. The Image of the Frontier in Literature, the Media, and Society, 1997, edited by 

Will Wright and Steven Kaplan, and published by the Society for Interdisciplinary Study 

of Social Imagery and the University of Southem Colorado includes an essay by Natalie 

Boyd entitled "Larry McMurtry and the Unique Institutions of the West." Another 

volume. Updating the Literary West, published in 1997 by TCU Press, includes a brief 

McMurtry update that Emestine Sewell Linck, author of the noted "cowboy god" article 

wrote. The book article, entitled "Larry McMurtry" includes her observations on 

28 



McMurtry fiction since Lonesome Dove, which she sees as "sequels and imaginative re

creations" which use aging and death as "constant themes" (Sewell Linck 628). She 

describes the American West as illimitable space "where emptiness offers nothing for the 

mind to reflect on" (631). A 1991 publication by Jan Bakker examines The Role of the 

Mythic West in Some Representative Examples of Classic and Modem American 

Literature: The Shaping Force of the American Frontier. It includes a chapter entitled 

"The New Westem: Larry McMurtry, Lonesome Dove and Anything for Billy.'" Another 

volume of criticism devoted to the American West, History and Humanities: Essays in 

Honor of Wilbur S. Shepperson, published by the University of Nevada Press in 1989, 

includes an essay by Ann Ronald, "Company for a Lonesome Dove"' in which she argues 

that akhough Larry McMurtry is no William Faulkner, the novel did hold her attention 

successfully. 

Critical essays about yicMwriry' s Lonesome Dove are scarce; much of the 

published criticism concerns his earlier and shorter novels. The new books published 

recently tend to use a "survey" approach to McMurtry's westem fiction. Only a few 

articles address Lonesome Dove, and none are devoted to the remaining three novels in 

the tetralogy. Jim Sanderson took a critical look at modem television westems and 

briefly remarked on the Lonesome Dove mini-series in an essay included in the Summer, 

1990, issue of Journal of American Culture. "Old Corrals: Texas According to 80s 

Films and TV and Texas According to Larry McMurtry." Sanderson describes 

McMurtry's characters as "caught between neurosis and psychopathy" (70) and further 

observes that "they aren't blessed with much introspection, so they never develop much 
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self awareness" (70). His argument concems Lonesome Dove only tangentially. A 

closer look at the television miniseries based on the novel was written by Jim Thorburn 

of MIT, published in Critical Studies in Mass Communication, June 1993. Thorbum 

describes the television program as "a visually dazzling achievement" (116) but observes 

that "Call survives in cheerless isolation at the end of the film, a powerful judgment on 

the western's conventional celebration of heroic individualism" (123). The teleplay for 

the four-part program was written by Bill Whliff, who followed McMurtry's convoluted 

plot admirably. 

77?̂  Velvet Light Trap, published in Austin, Texas, included an essay by Steve 

Fore, "The Same Old Others: The Lingering Difficuhy of Difference" in a 1991 issue It 

addresses Lonesome Dove's view of "the other," or the role of race in the mini-series. 

The harshest criticism McMurtry has received to date, however, is an article in the 1995 

Summer issue of Studies in American Indian Literatures, written by D. L. Birchfield and 

entitled, "Lonesome Duck: The Blueing of a Texas-American Myth." Birchfield 

complains bitterly that McMurtry "glorified" the behavior of "two genocidal maniacs" 

(62). 

A view of McMurtry as postmodem has appeared in Europe in recent years. Both 

formula and postmodern western material is phenomenally popular in several European 

countries where formula westem wrhers such as Norwegian Rudolph Muus, Frenchman 

George Fronval, and Germans Friedrich Gerstacker, H. B. Mollausen, and Karl May have 

produced, among themselves, upwards of 1500 novels about the American West, putting 

to shame such American chroniclers as Zane Grey, Louis L'Amour, and Max Brand, who 
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have produced less than a quarter of that number (McMurtry, "The West Without Chili" 

38). May is the creator of a phenomenally popular westem hero. Old Shatterhand, 

portrayed in Euro-westems by former American B-movie star. Lex Barker. At least one 

German graduate student has tumed his attention toward the American West: Michael 

Porsche is the author of a 1991 work entitled Der Meta-Westem: Studien zu E. L. 

Doctorow, Thomas Berger, und Larry McMurtry, a doctoral thesis at Universitat-

Gesamthochschule Paderbom. 

European literary critics of postmodemism, however, have tumed their attention 

westward and have begun to examine such new westems as McMurtry's novels, E. L. 

Doctorow's Welcome to Hard Times, Thomas Berger's Little Big Man, Tom Robbins' 

Even Cowgirls Get the Blues, Richard Brautigan's The Hawkline Monster, and even Sam 

Shepard's True West, all of which can be described as postmodem westerns. The first 

and leading exponent of this movement to brand the new westem as "postmodern" is 

Theo D'haen, a professor of English and American Literature at Leyden University in 

Utrecht (Netherlands) and co-editor of Postmodern Studies. He first argued in 1986 that 

these westems are postmodem. His premise: "The particular appeal the western seems 

to exert on the postmodem imagination inscribes itself in a more general tendency with 

postmodem writers to resort to the conventions of popular genres for the scaffolding of 

their work" (D'haen 183). 

D'haen notes that Caweki has seen the westem as postmodem, in addkion to 

critic Linda Hutcheon who coined the term "historiographic metafiction." She points to 

the use of parody to underscore her argument that this history/fiction uses and abuses the 
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conventions of both popular and elite literature and does k in such a manner as to use the 

invasive culture industry to challenge ks own commodification processes from within. 

D'haen adds to her idea: "Whereas historiographic metafiction inscribes and only then 

subverts ks engagement with the worid, the postmodern westem first inscribes and only 

then subverts ks generic dis-engagement with the worid" (184). He says that other 

theorists have viewed the detective novel, pomography, and science fiction as 

postmodem under the extended definkions. He believes, however, that formula stories 

are doubly coded: "[L]kerary codes conventionally express cukural codes" (185) and 

that those stories resolve themselves in such a way as to uphold established order. He 

thinks postmodemism plays havoc with formulaic conventions in order to upset, rather 

than uphold, the idea of a tenable metanarrative and to reveal Ikerature's complicky in 

ideology building (186). In a brief reference to McMurtry, D'haen describes McMurtry's 

work as "confined to the shadows of popular Ikerature" (191), but he sees McMurtry as 

attempting to challenge the order. 

Deborah Madsen, a professor at Leicester University in southem England, is the 

author of the only published essay, in 1995, conceming postmodem aspects of 

McMurtry's work, included in a book Postmodern Subjects/Postmodern Texts, edited by 

Jane Dowson and Steven Eamshaw, published in the Netherlands by Rodopi Press as part 

of the Postmodern Studies 13. Her examination includes Horseman Pass By, Buffalo 

Girls, and Lonesome Dove. In her essay, "Postmodem Westems: Larry McMurtry and 

the Poetics of Nostalgia," Madsen describes LD character Woodrow Call as "not only 

motivated by nostalgia for the frontier lifestyle he has lost, but also the object of the 
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narrative's nostalgic recreation of the ideals that have been sacrificed to the march of 

progress and civilization" (140). 

McMurtry has reneged on a public promise to stop writing altogether, annoying 

some critics. A rather pervasive assumption exists that McMurtry aspires to be the Texas 

wrker, but even his most vimlent critics acknowledge that he is a "most prominent native 

son" {TS 69, 74) and "most distinguished native-bom author" {RW 103), and that he 

"broods like an aged eagle" over the hterary scene in Texas (7?^ 130). Thus, k would 

appear that he is generally acknowledged as the Texas writer. Not a timid critical 

essayist, McMurtry is seen as having "fek the urge to befoul the nest that fledged him" 

{RW 131). A Texas writer, k is presumed, must never complain about the state of Texas 

letters, the state of Texas residents, and the myths that surround that state, no matter how 

irrelevant they may be. It is by no means certain that McMurtry wishes or has ever 

wished to be the Texas writer. He lives in the state and wrkes in the state, but no 

evidence exists that he wants to be confined to it, literarily or corporally. 

The Texas criticism often is nepotistic, mean-spirited, or irrelevant, but k displays 

an understanding, at least, of the area and ks inhabitants, both current and historic. Much 

of the "outside" criticism points to the "simple values" and mral naivete that exists in the 

hinterlands. Tompkins, for example, argues that Buffalo Bill Cody serves as "god" to 

those who live in the American West, rather than the more popular hero depicted by John 

Wayne in many westem movies. Such a premise, however, suggests an adaptability that 

does exist in the West: Buffalo Bill had a successful career killing buffalo, but an even 

more successful one pretending to kill them. 
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McMurtry is a writer who understands that the brief phenomenon of an exciting 

nineteenth century West cannot match the realky of a twentieth century worid. He is one 

among a new breed of postmodern westem artists whose characters see themselves as 

quickly becoming obsolete as they try to adapt and live in a modem worid, and his motifs 

suggest that readers might use the model of good behavior projected in the westem myth, 

combining k with an understanding of the emotional ambigukies of life, to become fijlly 

realized human beings. Those elements of the myth that are now and have always been 

irrelevant may remain in the mind, where they belong. In that manner, one can visit the 

fiction and live in the realky of the American West. 

Larry McMurtry has become Texas' most famous wrker of any age. The critical 

essays that address his material usually come from professors and graduate students in 

Southwestem or Texas universities. Those national reviewers who ekher like or pan his 

books often have read little of his work. It is not my purpose to overtum or supersede the 

critical material that has been published about McMurtry's work; instead, I hope to 

expand on certain points that others have made, add to the body of criticism, and offer a 

new lens through which to view the four Lonesome Dove novels. The faulty stmcture of 

McMurtry's novels, the lack of closure seen by critics, and the often farcical attitude 

present in the novels establishes them as postmodem, as well as the obvious 

fragmentation of the myth. However, the value of much of the criticism that does exist is 

simply that k exists. McMurtry's work warrants a more careful look than k has received 

as a postmodern statement in American Ikerature. 
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CHAPTER m 

HORNS AND THORNS: 

LARRY McMURTRY'S INHOSPITABLE POSTMODERN 

WORLD IN LONESOME DOVE 

The second sentence of Larry McMurtry's Pulitzer-Prize-winning Lonesome Dove 

suggests the Texas landscape is less than comfortable; even a rattlesnake seeks cool 

shade in an environment that is described as "already hot enough" (3). The third 

paragraph describes the overall setting, where "the sun had the town trapped deep in 

dust," that k is a "heaven for snakes and homed toads," but "hell for pigs and 

Tennesseans." Character Lorena Wood observes to herself that "there seemed to be 

nothing in that part of the country but prickly pear and mesqukes" (239). McMurtry's 

stated intention in the novel was to "re-mythicize" the West (Dechert 17), to portray a 

realky that included heat, dust, fear, death, and hard work. The opening pages of his 

novel introduce those elements. Much of the West has been portrayed as idyllic, as fresh, 

unspoiled, and available. The characters in Lonesome Dove do indeed find the Edenic 

setting, but they negotiate both the idyllic and the hostile with identical equanimky. 

Augustus McCrae, retired Texas Ranger, observes: "That's the wild for you—it's got ks 

dangers, which is part of the beauty" (724). The heroes of Lonesome Dove, McCrae and 

fellow retired Ranger Woodrow Call, in their attitudes toward the West, personalize 

McMurtry's purpose in the novel, to bring a postmodern realky to a story all too often 

viewed as a total fantasy. Lonesome Dove becomes postmodem in its refusal to allow 

any order to exist in ks setting and in ks fragmenting of characters, text, and history. 
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The Westem landscape has been the subject of much discussion, and the usual 

approach has been to examine the effects of the vastness on hterary characters, who often 

feel overwhelmed and intimidated by the openness. From the first, however, McMurtry 

subverts conventions of the formula westem genre novel, beginning wkh a reference to 

"miles of mesquke thicket" (4) rather than the limkless open spaces normally seen in the 

treeless, flat Texas landscape. That emptiness eventually appears and does indeed impact 

the trail hands: "It seemed to Newt that the sky got bigger and the country emptier every 

day. There was nothing to see but grass and sky. The space was so empty that it was hard 

to imagine that there might ever be towns in k, or people" (458-9). Another reference to 

the vast Llano Estacado is Call's memory of his old rangering days on the plains: "After 

a day or two the men would grow anxious because of the emptiness. 'There's too much 

of this nothing,' Pea Eye said . . . Even a man wkh a good sense of direction could get 

lost with so few surface features to guide him" (445). 

Early Great Plains artist George Cadin said of the vastness: "The pedestrian over 

such a discouraging sea of green, without a landmark before or behind him; wkhout a 

beacon to lead him on, or define his progress, feels weak and overcome . . . I at length felt 

like giving up the joumey, and throwing myself upon the ground in hopeless despair" 

(quoted in Kinsey et al 265-6). McMurtry has said: "The open range, that worid of grass 

of a limklessness that forever held the imagination of all who saw k, mov[ed] observer 

after observer to oceanic imagery in their attempts to describe it adequately" ("So Long" 

38-39). Because the space was open and because k was intimidating to most of the 

newcomers, chopping k up made k seem less hostile and more manageable. Once the 
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land was fenced into segments, it felt more controllable to most men, more orderiy. The 

heroes of McMurtry's novels feel no fear of the land and no need to control k. In 

Lonesome Dove, Augustus expresses a desire to see the wilderness "before the bankers 

and lawyers get it" (72). He wishes to venture where no order exists. 

As McCrae and Call go into San Antonio to hire a new cook after the original 

one, Bolivar, has tumed back toward Lonesome Dove, McCrae remarks to Call: "The 

dem people are making towns everywhere" and goes on to claim that because the Texas 

Rangers had done their work "too well" the state is no longer "interesting" {LD 303). 

The concept that the land has been broken up into settlements presents a new idea of 

fragmentation, a geographical slicing up of the land into farms and homesteads, fields 

and ranches. A fragmenting of the land announces civilization has arrived in Texas. 

Historians have argued that barbed wire, or the organizing of the land into smaller unks, 

more than anything, marked the closing the West (Dechert 64). Geographical division is 

the only segmentation that might appear poskive, but to the characters deploring the 

passing of the wild and woolly adventurous West, the cutting up of the land signals the 

end of an era, placing ambiguky into the perception. Madsen says 

the landscape of threat and the tone of frustrated nostalgia articulate 
McMurtry's response to the central contradiction of the Westem genre: 
the fact that the West was 'tamed' by men who were drawn to the West in 
the first place because the West was wild, untamed and beyond the 
strictures of civilised, and especially, domestic, life. (138) 

If the two can bring a semblance of order to the land, they have outlived their usefulness; 

but as McMurtry reminds his readers, an often-hostile Mother Nature can always create 

chaos anew. 
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Throughout Lonesome Dove, the landscape never becomes nurturing. The rivers 

conceal dangers beyond the prospect of drowning, the countryside harbors mosqukoes, 

grasshoppers, poisonous snakes, wild animals, and wilder men. If, indeed. Hat Creek 

crew members relax for a few moments, the respite is but a prelude to inevitable disaster. 

The homs and thoms found in the American West are nature's method of offering 

protection to animals and plants which need all the help they can get, stmggling to 

survive in the barren landscape. Those spikes on every living thing serve as a 

postmodem landscape metaphor in Lonesome Dove, where threats arrive from above, 

below, and all around. The opponent in the formula westem is normally human. A 

hostile landscape serves only to illustrate the character's triumph over k. D'haen says, 

"As wkh the tradkional westem, so too the postmodem westem employs setting to 

express the mood of ks characters, the wider import of their actions, and the importance 

of the issues at stake. To this end, the landscape of the tradkional westem impresses us 

with its spectacular majesty" (188). In sharp contrast, the postmodem Lonesome Dove 

often mirrors the emptiness and despair of ks characters and the lack of any real order in 

nature. 

Even a seemingly hospitable land offers no assurance to the Hat Creek outfit; 

when the weather becomes tolerable and the geography appealing, the denizens of the 

area become a serious threat. In the novel, Texas offers a series of negotiable rivers, but 

ks drawbacks are Blue Duck and weird lightning storms. Oklahoma presents lush grass, 

but k is home to the murderous Suggs Brothers. Kansas/Nebraska lures Gus with his old 

love, Clara Allen, along with fresh horses. The area also presents an open trail, but 
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drought almost destroys the herd and an Indian kills their best scout. Montana is a 

scenic wonderland where death lurks behind the hills. What Mother Nature gives with 

one hand, she takes away with the other. 

At least twenty-one deaths occur, mostly onstage, in Lonesome Dove, and the first 

occurs as the crew crosses the very first river on the drive to Montana, the Nueces in 

South Texas, when young Irishman Sean O'Brien rides into a nest of water moccasins, 

causing McCrae to remark: "This is a bad way to start a trip" (266), only one of many 

philosophical observations about the vagaries of fate and the uncertainty of life in the 

West. For Sean and for several other characters, life is a suddenly tmncated affair, 

demonstrating a fragmentation of the normal life span. The concept of death in the 

westem novel tradkionally has been limked to peripheral characters and/or villains. 

McMurtry's casual introduction into the narrative of sudden death places a postmodern 

spin by virtue of the fragmented life span of a central character, Augustus McCrae, as 

well as that of several marginal characters. 

Familial fragmentation is also established early in the novel. Gus McCrae has left 

his Tennessee family and his sisters to seek his fortune in the West, and Woodrow Call is 

said to have come to Texas from Scodand as an infant (18). It is not clear what has 

happened to his family, and little further reference is made to them wkhin Lonesome 

Dove, but k is clear they are not present in Texas. The two men form an ad hoc family of 

sorts, joining the Texas Rangers as partners, and maintaining a life-long loyalty to one 

another and eventually to the Hat Creek outfit, whose members act as a surrogate family 

for the two men. The original "family" includes the two retired Texas Rangers; 
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wranglers Joshua Deets and Pea Eye Parker; young Newt Dobbs, unacknowledged son 

of Woodrow Call; and Mexican cook Bolivar. Call is father, Augustus and Bolivar 

perform any motherly duties that get done, Deets and Pea Eye are older brothers, while 

Newt is child. 

The Hat Creek "family" makeup is skewed, parodying the Scottish clan, 

particularly its concept of comitatus, again causing the story to fall into a postmodem 

arena. Hutcheon argues that irony involves relations of power based in relations of 

communication; she thinks irony is an issue of politics, not an isolated trope {IE 4). 

Irony, she believes, is possible only in discursive communkies. That the West serves as a 

discursive communky is undeniable, and critic Marion Tangum sees the Hat Creek outfit 

as a cohesive group whose members represent "home" to one another (65) and whose 

varying narrative voices reinforce that idea. 

While certain family members fulfill familial obligations on occasion, those 

characters are by no means consistent in their behavior. Deets and Pea Eye act often as 

helpfiil older brothers to young Newt, but the family members take each other for 

granted, for the most part. The silence that marks most of the characters is indicative of 

"family" alienation and fragmentation. For example. Captain Call himself is tacitum, 

described as viewing conversation as an "unfamiliar labor, since . he worked at 

avoiding it" {LD 154). Addkionally, Deets is "a man of few words" {LD 82) who "didn't 

talk much anyway" {LD 83). Bolivar "had worked for them all those years without 

saying a word to anybody unless directly goaded into it" {LD 300). Pea Eye and Newt 

are equally uncomfortable wkh language, and usually keep their thoughts to themselves 
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The only member of the group comfortable wkh language is Gus McCrae. Jones noted 

that "Language and civilization do, indeed, unify, seemingly making mankind one, but 

beneath comforting appearances lie various individual interpretations determined by 

individual needs" (33). The "needs" of the crewmembers are largely ignored, but each 

character is revealed to have a rich fantasy life. For example. Newt dreams of finding his 

father (51), Deets of visiting the moon (146), Pea Eye, of widowed Mary Cole (121), and 

Bolivar, of his daughters back in Mexico (299). If language and civilization unify, 

silence and wilderness tend to divide. 

The fragmentation of the group kself has been addressed by Sewell in an essay in 

which she argues that the three Rangers represent three Freudian elements: Call is Super-

Ego, Gus is Ego, and Jake is Id. When one part of the ego is destroyed, the others cannot 

survive {TS 323). Her fascinating argument is premised on the idea that the outfit is 

fragmented initially. In her 1997 dissertation, Larry McMurtry and the Western: The 

Rhetoric of Novelization at Texas A&M Universky, Renee Dechert describes Call as "a 

man apart" (31), a suggestion that the character himself is shattered, and indeed, the 

fragmentation of self is most obvious in Captain Call among all the characters. 

Obviously, Dechert's meaning is that Call keeps to himself, but an underlying message is 

that Call is a fragmented man. Each of the characters is incomplete, as he is portrayed in 

the novel. Even Mark Busby believes the group is fractured: 

The major characters—former Texas Rangers Augustus McCrae and 
Woodrow Call, along with the reprobate Jake Spoon, the scout Deets, the 
slow but steady Pea Eye, the longing inkiate Newt, and the competent but 
cowlike Dish—form a composke figure that personifies the best, the 
worst, and the various traks of the mythic passing southwestemer. (182) 
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Only in the group does the character have an identity, and with each death the wholeness 

of the crew is diminished, and k is further fragmented. Newt's voice alerts us to the 

source of his insecurity about his fratemal home: "If Mr. Gus shot [Bol], he would have 

one less friend. Since he had no family, this was not a thought to be taken lightly" {LD 

22). "Home for Newt is not "the boys" but every one of the boys" (Tangum 66). As the 

Hat Creek crew is slowly decimated, the fragmentation becomes more pronounced and 

more severe. 

McMurtry's most obvious metaphor for the fragmented man is clearly the missing 

body parts in all the LD series of novels, and k begins in Lonesome Dove on the third 

page of the book when the reader learns about the barber Dillard Brawley who must do 

his hair-cutting on one leg because Call and McCrae were persuaded "to saw off' the 

other {LD 5) after Brawley had been bitten by a centipede and suffered a "rotten leg" as a 

result. The farcical irony that Hutcheon believes marks postmodem works is apparent in 

this event, as k foreshadows the removal of Gus McCrae's leg later in the novel. Many 

of the mishaps in Lonesome Dove are premonkory in nature, but also events point to the 

transient nature of life in the western wilderness, such as the episode in which Aus Frank, 

former outlaw, tmndles bones across the prairie and stacks them into a huge pyramid in 

the middle of the emptiness, a metaphor for the cycles of conquest that have marked all 

civilizations. As we will see, however, the metaphor of a fractured myth represented by a 

broken body is far more pronounced in Streets of Laredo and in Dead Man's Walk. 
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McMurtry used the metaphor of the battle-scarred veteran as the survivor of the 

West often throughout the series and does not confine the trope to human beings. When 

the Texas Bull confronts a grizzly bear, he survives, but barely: 

When the Texas bull calmed down enough so that k was possible to 
approach him, his wounds seemed so extensive that Call at first considered 
shooting him. He had only one eye, the other having been raked out, and 
the skin had been ripped off his neck and hung like a blanket over one 
shoulder. There was a deep gash in his flank and a claw wound mnning 
almost the whole length of his back. One hom had been broken off at the 
skull as if wkh a sledgehammer. Yet the bull still pawed the earth and 
bellowed when the cowboys rode too close. {LD 710) 

The cook, Po Campo, spent more than two hours sewing the bull back together and the 

next day the animal dropped far behind, but a week later rejoined the herd and quickly 

resumed his place at the front. Sewell believes the "wild Texas bull is zoomorphically 

the three Rangers/Cowboys themselves. Uncontrollable, he bellows and paws the 

ground, frightens the boys, falls behind to lollygag wkh the cows, or lopes ahead to lead 

the herd" {TS 322). Two bulls lead the herd, however, the Texas bull and Old Dog, an 

animal purchased by Call for the specific purpose of leading the herd to Montana. Old 

Dog is described as "big" and "docile" (259). Gus says "Old Dog's like me," {LD 259) 

lending credence to the notion that the two bulls who lead the herd may be allegorical 

representations of Call and Gus. Old Dog, like Gus, dies in the novel: "Always he was 

there in the moming, but one moming he wasn't. Newt and the Raineys, still in charge of 

the drags, went back to look for him and saw two grizzlies making a meal of the old 

steer" {LD 774). 

The Texas bull is a more active member of the drive, as is Call, and is ill-

tempered, akhough their behavior is anything but parallel. Similarities do exist, however. 
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The hands are afraid of both. Call is feared for his temper (751) and is described as not 

a "big man—in fact, he was barely middle sized . . . if a man meant to hold his own wkh 

Call k was necessary to keep in mind that Call wasn't as big as he seemed ' (7). Like 

Call, the Texas bull is small but tough, he "whipped three larger bulls that attempted to 

challenge him" (202). Needle Nelson after the bear/bull confrontation, laments: "I was 

rooting for the bear . . . a bull like that is going to get somebody sooner or later, and it 

might be me" (711). 

McMurtry introduces his metaphor of damage and scarring in Lonesome Dove 

and extends it in the other novels in the series. In that novel, peripheral characters are the 

ones most apt to be incomplete, and the buffalo hunters that Elmira Johnson mns away 

with are missing parts of themselves. Fowler, for example, has a damaged eye, so that he 

is described as having an eye and a half (268); Big Zwey is retarded, not "quke normal" 

(272); and Luke's left hand has only a thumb and one finger (400). The Hat Creek outfit 

also has suffered minor injuries: Wrangler Pea Eye Parker has a deaf left ear (10) and a 

toe that sticks out in the wrong direction, the resuh of his foot having been "tromped on 

by an Army mule years before" (123). He also "stood in awe of Augustus' vision, his 

own being notably weak" (325). Captain Call himself is described in the text as 

embarrassed because "his own hearing had never been as good as k should be" (102). 

Both annoying and crippling injuries are common in McMurtry's work, and 

suggest that he sees the West as leaving ks mark on ks residents, heroic and otherwise 

As Gus McCrae chooses death over life wkhout legs, he is offered the choice by Old 

Hugh Auld, whose "back was bent" {LD 754) after he suffered a careless accident and 
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failed to heal properly. Once Gus dies and Call retums to Texas, the last speaker in the 

novel is the one-legged Dillard Brawley, whose voice has also been damaged by his 

experience, reduced to an irritating whisper, allegorizing the unheard voices of the 

westemers. The fragmenting of the physical body is consistent wkh a postmodem focus 

on the "broken text" and the shattered myth. McMurtry's recurrent themes of fragmented 

bodies falls into a postmodem category by virtue of those metaphors. The missing sense 

organs indicate that certain characters fail to see or hear the obvious, McMurtry's 

dependence on the intellectually inept argues that a non-awareness exists in both the text 

and in reality, and the allegorical representation of damage and scarring serve as a 

reminder of the emotional baggage carried by human beings. 

The most obvious and severe fragmentation in Lonesome Dove is the destroyed 

pairs that characterize the novel, both among animals and men. McMurtry introduces 

immediately two rattlesnakes and two pigs. Later in the text, two bulls lead the herd to 

Montana. One snakes dies, one bull dies, and both pigs are eaten. Usually one of the set 

is destroyed, occasionally they both are, but sometimes both survive. Paired brothers are 

common in the novel; Lonesome Dove features two Irishmen, two Spettles, and two 

Rainey brothers, but three Suggs brothers. Of those three pairs, one of the Irishmen is 

killed, one of the Spettle brothers is hk by lightning, but both Raineys survive the trip. 

All three Suggses die. Two sets of two children are in the novel, Betsey and Sally Allen 

live in Nebraska, and Joe Boot and Janey die in Texas. The original Hat Creek outfit 

includes two wranglers, Deets and Pea Eye; Deets is killed, but Pea Eye is the tme 

survivor of the westem myth in the novel. Two retired Texas Rangers lead the outfit; one 
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of them is killed. Peach Johnson and Jake Spoon act as catalysts in the novel. Peach 

instigates the trek from Arkansas to Texas by July Johnson and Roscoe Brown, and Jake 

Spoon inspires Call and Gus to begin the cattle drive. Peach survives, but Jake does not. 

Of the two men from Arkansas, one lives, but the other is killed. Two Mexicans are 

referred to in the novel: rancher Pedro Flores and bandit Juan Cortinas. Flores dies. Two 

black characters are in the novel, Deets and Frog Lip. Both men die in the book. Two 

cooks work for the outfit during the drive. Both survive. The severed pairs in the novel 

represent the fragmentation of the myth itself, and allegorize repeatedly the 

incompleteness of the characters. 

Allegory, according to cultural historian Howard Caygill, "emerges out of the 

difficuh relationship between appearance and essence, and is based on the recognkion 

that there is a discrepancy between them . . . allegory inscribes death into signification, 

making the relationship between appearance and essence one which is provisional and 

endangered" (Caygill 59). German philosopher/critic Waher Benjamin has said that in 

allegory, the observer is confronted with a petrified landscape (qtd. in Caygill 59). The 

idea of a moment frozen in time adds weight to the postmodern argument that reader 

interpretation brings meaning to the narrative. 

Michel Foucauk describes postmodem Ikerature as that which participates in a 

discourse (Kershner 75), reminiscent of Mikhail Bahktin's premise of the dialogic nature 

of Ikerature. Dechert's dissertation addresses McMurtry's dialogue with the westem 

material, claiming that the silenced voices of minorities are given a platform in the 

sequels to Lonesome Dove, suggesting that the other novels' value lies in that dialogue 
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She argues that in Lonesome Dove, McMurtry uses language, or the lack thereof, to 

define his characters, a postmodem idea. Indeed, the only male characters in the book 

who can verbalize thek feelings are Gus and Roscoe, nekher of whom survives. The 

other characters suffer varying degrees of muteness, up to Captain Call, whose throat 

simply closes when he attempts to speak of important matters (800). The whke male 

heroes of Lonesome Dove would not normally be seen as members of the oppressed, or 

the silenced, by virtue of their membership in the "majority," but the Westemer 

legkimately is a member of the choms of unheard voices, simply because of the 

stammering muteness normally displayed. 

Certainly, McMurtry's wandering omniscient narrator fulfills Foucauk's 

postmodem definkion of a discourse: "The participation of mukiple narrators in this 

novel is a powerful narrative strategy that beckons the listening reader to join in, to add 

his or her answering Yes" (Tangum 62). No individual center or controlling self can be 

found in Lonesome Dove. No heterotopic epiphanic tmths are revealed. The characters in 

Lonesome Dove stoically endure the hostile environment, rather than experiencing any 

communion with Mother Nature. McMurtry once described Lonesome Dove as a ''Gone 

With the Wind of Xht West" (Correspondence, 4/23/99) and indeed, Gus McCrae emulates 

Scarlett O'Hara in his use of materials at hand in a sudden emergency. Scarlett's action 

of ripping the draperies down to sew a dress {GWTW 544) can be viewed as parallel to 

Gus' action of stabbing his horse in order to use the carcass for an emergency 

breastworks on the flat, treeless plain when he is under attack {LD 421). Both events 

suggest the characters simply use the materials at hand when needed. Gus's desperate 
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action may have been based on an actual event: Comanche chief Quanah is said to have 

survived the Battle of Adobe Walls in 1874 by having crawled behind the carcass of a 

rotting bison (Fehrenbach, C 536). Such a juxtaposkion of the real and the Active fiirther 

lends postmodem elements to the story. Gus' ingenuity does not indicate that he is in 

tune with nature, or that he is resisting k, simply that he accommodates himself to the 

environment. Gus survives the attack, but does not leam any new tmths about himself or 

his world, no revelations occur, and no growth is achieved. Gus himself has an intukion 

or understanding that assists him to survive in the wilderness. Postmodernists view 

knowledge as subjective, and McMurtry's heroes have what Benjamin describes as a 

"mukiplicky of knowledges" (Caygill 26). 

The ontological nature of the characters does not prove problematic for McMurtry 

in Lonesome Dove, but in subsequent novels k becomes troublesome. Gus, as a 

character, was created originally as a mature, retired Ranger, more than likely based on 

actual McMurtry ancestors. Gus' lack of growth as a character is postmodem, according 

to McHale's definkion, but seems perfectly natural wkhin the context of the novel. Gus 

is perfectly at ease with his development. Call is not, in regard to women, but he makes 

no effort to change. When k comes to leadership, he believes in himself 

Both Gus and Call as characters seem slightly contrived in the prequels to 

Lonesome Dove. A reference in Lonesome Dove, for example, by Gus alludes to the fact 

that if the two had not known each other for the three decades, they would not have 

become friends. However, in the two prequels, written following Lonesome Dove, the 

two characters' opinions about various aspects of life are identical to the view of the 
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retired Rangers. Call is intolerant of laziness, excess, gambling, and prostitution. Gus, 

on the other hand, embraces those tendencies. 

Captain Call, McMurtry's other "hero" in Lonesome Dove, also experiences no 

revelatory moments, although the novel does suggest occasionally that he might be 

attempting development. He does not achieve it, and thus, he too, is postmodem in both 

design and execution. Sewell argues that Call serves as the Super-Ego, and says "he had 

adhered rigidly to the higher conscience and had achieved his goals. He had performed 

his duties, but he had failed to become ennobled by his acts" {Taking Stock 323). The 

only goal mentioned by either character is that he wishes to become a Ranger captain. 

Call's lack of growth, for McMurtry, appears less troublesome in the other novels, 

suggesting his lack of expression was easier for McMurtry to describe than the muki-

faceted character of Gus McCrae. 

McMurtry's revisioning of history in Lonesome Dove seems less than obvious, 

but in the novel he fragments the chronology of the period. The novel is set about 1877, 

beginning in March or April. It ends the following spring when Woodrow Call retums 

Gus' body to Texas for burial. The time factor in the novel is problematic for critics who 

have complained that the trail herds were far too commonplace in the novel than in 

realky: 

There seems to be a problem in contrasting the vast emptiness in the 
Kansas plains the cowboys experience on their way north with the heavy 
traffic Call meets only a year later. Toward the end of the novel. Call 
encounters so many herds moving north through the plains of Kansas and 
Nebraska that he detours to Denver to avoid meeting people; yet major 
cattle drives that far north did not commence in great numbers until the 
eighties—well after the Indians had been pacified—and he was more 
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likely to meet herds in the mid-to-late seventies in Colorado and northern 
New Mexico than on the Kansas plains north of Dodge Cky. {TS 330-\) 

The period can be determined by two passages in the novel. First, a comment that Gus 

makes to Call establishes that the Battle of Little Big Hom took place recently: "If a 

thousand Comanches had comered us in some gully and wiped us out, like the Sioux just 

done Custer, [we'd be heroes]" (310). That battle occurred on June 21, 1876, 

establishing eariy spring, 1877, as the likely time the novel begins. In another passage, 

Gus refers to the Battle of Adobe Walls as "not two years ago" (451). That event 

happened in 1874, suggesting that 1877 would be a likely guess as to the starting date for 

the novel. 

McMurtry himself has said that cattle herds were driven from Texas to various 

areas of the country, beginning in the 1840's, but that 1866 was the year in which dozens 

began to dot the plains. At least 80 to 90 herds trotted north that year. That same year, 

an entrepreneur named Nelson Story made the trek to Montana wkh a herd, but driving 

cattle to Montana did not become a popular or practical notion until about 1881: 

From 1866, for slightly more than a score of years, the Great Plains were 
alive wkh cattle, most of them longhoms pushed out of the South Texas 
bmsh. Abilene and Dodge Cky were the Athens and Rome of that 
migration, but tributaries of cattle were constantly breaking loose from the 
central channel, and most of the tributaries flowed north, to the fresh 
pastures of Nebraska and the Dakotas, Wyoming, Montana, or into 
Canada. ("So Long" 38) 

He went on to say that by 1886, the flow was unabated, but by 1890, k was over 

completely. Many critics place the timing of Lonesome Dove as the early 1880s, but the 

telescoping of time noticeable in the novel makes the point slightly moot. If one uses 

other novels to help establish the dates, the situation becomes even more troubling, as the 
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meeting point for the two Rangers occurs in 1841, more or less {DMW31). If the two 

can be estimated to be in their late teens at that time, then they would have to be in their 

mid-fifties by the starting date of Lonesome Dove. Gus is two years older than Call, in 

fact, his justification for placing his name before Call's on the Hat Creek sign: "He had 

put his name and Call's, his first because he was two years older and fek his seniority 

should be honored" {LD 75). McMurtry makes repeated reference to the "thirty years" 

that the two have known each other, beginning with a reference in Chapter One to Gus' 

appetke which "Call had watched wkh amazement for thirty years" {LD 13). A 

conversation between the two men in Chapter Seven includes information about Call's 

lack of change as Gus remarks: "When's the last time you changed? It must have been 

before we met, and that was thirty years ago" {LD 68). News about the death of Pedro 

Flores includes the idea that he "had been a factor in their lives off and on for thirty 

years" {LD 157). A further reference to the ages of the men is an observation by Gus to 

Call, after Call suggests the trip to Montana become realky: "I do think we're a shade 

old to do much Indian fighting" {LD 69). It is certain that McMurtry wished the period to 

remain a trifle vague, simply because he does give the reader only the smallest bits of 

information from which to extrapolate dates. To become enmeshed in an argument about 

the dates of the narrative is to miss the point, the story kself McMurtry's skill as 

storyteller has been observed (75 213); k is important to remember that Lonesome Dove, 

which reaches out to ks readers wkh a sense of familiarization, is not in fact, history. To 

enjoy the novel, we must "willingly suspend our disbeliefs by the spell of fabulation" 

(Simpson 64). 

51 



Because the time period of all four novels includes the decades from 1840 to 

1893 approximately, the reader must conclude that McMurtry has telescoped history 

slightly, at least, because Captain Call would be in his mid-seventies by the time of the 

Lonesome Dove sequel. Streets of Laredo. Railroad employee Ned Brookshire is 

"shocked" at Call's age and believes "Captain Call, from the look of him, was edging 

seventy" {SOL 14). 

While some may believe that "edging seventy" is close enough to mid-seventies 

to avoid quarrel, in the final prequel to Lonesome Dove, Comanche Moon, the mother of 

Newt Dobbs is pregnant wkh him during the Indian raid of 1856 in which Clara 

Forsythe's parents were killed (CM 212). Thus, at the beginning of Lonesome Dove, he 

should be at least twenty-one years old, and he is not. He is seventeen (10). The timing 

of Lonesome Dove has been problematic for critics, who search the book for clues. One 

critic. Clay Reynolds, believes the tale might be set later: "Custer's destmction at the 

hands of the Sioux on the Litde Big Hom, which took place in the summer of 1876, is 

also mentioned in the context of the past to the extent that one cowboy has named a 

mature horse for the ill-starred commander of the Seventh Cavalry" {TS 330). His 

reasoning apparently is that no one would name a horse for a living soldier, no matter 

how famous. The horse in question appears late in Lonesome Dove, in fact, is the last 

animal that Gus McCrae rides. He borrows it from Old Hugh, the scout with the bent 

back, and asks ks name: 

"Does this horse have a name? Augustus asked. "I might need to speak to 
him." 
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"I been calling him Custer," Old Hugh said. "I done a little scouting for 
the General once." (755) 

McMurtry's critics are far more concemed wkh timing than the author himself 

Eariy in Lonesome Dove, Augustus tells Jake Spoon that Maggie has been dead nine 

years (61), and later in the novel, Woodrow Call muses that Maggie had died in 

Lonesome Dove, "some twelve years before" (340). McMurtry's focus, he has said 

often, is "textures," not timing {ING 142). Certain strictures of narrative tradkion hold 

little appeal for McMurtry. Jim Sanderson quotes McMurtry as having said that he 

"writes for character and not plot.. . he lets his characters lead his plot wherever k might 

go" (70). Sanderson goes on to observe that McMurtry allows his characters to jump 

from the worid he is observing to the one he has created (70), an earmark of postmodem 

thought. 

The critic who wishes to carp that the 2600 cattle from South Texas had to have 

crossed a railroad track on the trek to Montana, but that McMurtry did not see fit to 

mention that passing would be better advised to avoid McMurtry's fiction entirely. The 

Lonesome Dove series is filled with inconsistencies, careless errors, and contradictions. 

Gus McCrae's wives are "fat-cheeked" in Lonesome Dove (35), but in the prequel, one is 

skinny. In the small town of Lonesome Dove, Lorena Wood "was awkward with a 

needle" (135), so inept that she must send to San Antonio for her clothing. After her 

abduction by Blue Duck and her subsequent arrival at the Allen ranch near Ogallala, she 

stays to teach Clara's girls to sew: "Lorena could sew fairly well" (677). Call's hearing 

at one point is not as good as k should be (102), but in the prequels, his hearing matches 

Gus' vision, outstandingly and remarkably good. The prostkute Maggie is an alcoholic 
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who spent her final year of life dmnk in the town of Lonesome Dove (341), but in 

Comanche Moon, the last prequel, she dies of a consumptive ailment in Austin, after 

having spent a year or so of respectability as a clerk in the Forsythe store. In Lonesome 

Dove, Clara Allen did not know Maggie (670), but in Comanche Moon, the two are 

acquaintances, if not friends. In Lonesome Dove, Maggie is said to have lived over the 

saloon and spent her evenings there, watching the door. In Comanche Moon, she never 

visits any saloon at all and lives in a rented apartment with her son and an occasional 

babysitter. 

In Lonesome Dove, after Maggie's death. Newt was taken in by a Mexican family 

(343) until Augustus went and brought him to the Hat Creek headquarters to live. In 

Comanche Moon, after his mother's death, Newt packs his own belongings and moves 

into the Ranger barracks to live with the troop. And Cholo, the Mexican hired hand who 

assists Clara Allen wkh her horses, digs a grave for her husband. Bob, as soon as he is 

injured: "They had been so sure that he would die that they even dug the grave, up on the 

knoll east of the house where their three boys were buried" (565). When Bob does die a 

scant few weeks later, McMurtry tells his readers that "Clara and Lorena and the girls sat 

wkh the body all night, while Cholo dug a grave on the ridge above the barn where the 

boys were buried" (718). McMurtry's shattering of the text in such a manner is 

indubitably postmodem. Critics may view this as edkorial carelessness, and indeed, such 

an explanation is logical. 

McMurtry's rambling narrative, encased in four fat novels, is not a tightly 

controlled text. In spite of variations in detail, a strong continuum exists in the four 
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novels. The characters are alive, ftinctioning in a most human manner, and drawn with 

an astonishing flexibility. McMurtry said once: 

The novel still depends upon the creation of character, an element in 
fiction about as unfashionable as narrative and ftilly as important. I do not 
say that narrative and character should be stressed at the expense of 
stmcture and symbol, but merely that the former are much more important 
than the poetics of fiction has made them seem. {ING 139) 

The narrative present in Lonesome Dove is convoluted, gripping, and includes many 

staples of the westem genre. It is clear that McMurtry's strength lies not in keeping his 

story line perfectly controlled at all times, but that like the 2600 straggling cattle, his 

2600 pages of text includes individuals who often wander away, bog occasionally, suffer 

a tmncated fate, or simply become lost in the crowd. His characterizations are superior 

and his themes postmodem, for the most part. 

The quest has been a staple of Ikerature, and the very nature of the concept 

suggests a self at risk (Hassan, SAR 19). The cattle drive kself is viewed as a quest, wkh 

Montana and the cattleman's paradise the reward for the retired Rangers, but the fact that 

Augustus has little interest in the paradise beyond viewing k, and that Call himself turns 

his back on it and retums to Texas suggests that their desired reward is not a tangible one. 

When Augustus dies, his final remarks to Call demonstrate that he sees the joumey itself 

as the reward, the adventure of having lived in the wildemess before k was gobbled up by 

civilization. He says to Call, "Woodrow, quke a party," and moments later, observes, 

"Look there at Montana. It's fine and fresh, and now we've come and k'll soon be mint" 

(765). The rather pointless quests that take place in Lonesome Dove's main narrative are 

reflected in two equally frukless quests in the subsidiary story. In the main narrative, the 
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two retired Texas Rangers take a herd of cattle to Montana, feeling half-hearted about 

the endeavor from the beginning. Addkionally, one Ranger hauls the body of the second 

back to Texas for burial in a quixotic gesture that involves much hardship. 

In the subsidiary nested story line, an Arkansas sheriff, July Johnson, trails Jake 

Spoon to Texas, as he himself is trailed by his deputy, Roscoe Brown. July's quest to find 

Jake Spoon is subverted when his deputy locates him; the two then abandon that quest 

and strike off on another. Roscoe is killed, and July travels to Kansas in search of his 

mnaway wife, who refuses even to speak with him. One text nested in the other 

constitutes the mise-en-abyme, further marking the text as postmodem. 

The fragmented attention to narrative detail displayed by McMurtry can be 

explained conveniently, perhaps too conveniently, by the term postmodem. However, 

the coincidence of his fragmented bodies, souls, and narrative strategies is too great to 

chalk him off simply as a careless wrker for the masses, one whose material will not 

survive. McMurtry's work offers an undeniable appeal to a superficial reader, one who 

enjoys a good westem yarn. Sewell-Linck describes McMurtry's texts having "layers of 

meaning" to challenge the reader (629). McMurtry's texts indeed yield muki-

dimensional ideas: The concept of muteness suggests a fragmented communication, and 

Call's refiisal to call the Lonesome Dove characters by name is a further indication of a 

disjunction between name and referent. To name is to claim. French crkic Anne Tomiche 

argues that "the forces that (de)constmct the body and the forces that (de)constmct the 

text are the same: fragmentation (de)stmctures similarly both the subject and the 

discourse" (120) 
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McMurtry has stated that he does not see his work as "postmodem," or that if it 

is, then his fictionalized account of Billy the Kid, Anything for Billy, is the only text that 

might be so considered (Interview). However, using those postmodem parameters set out 

by the second generation of theorists, I believe the Lonesome Dove series fits perfectly. 

McMurtry's chapters are brief, his narrative oscillates from the cattle drive to the 

Arkansas sheriff to his wife and back to Lorena Wood. The characters intersect 

occasionally, but the narrative and ks voices are obviously fragmented. The novel offers 

an enormous superficial appeal; the mini-series made from the novel remains to this day 

the most popular ever presented on television. The blend of fact, fiction, and fantasy that 

marks Lonesome Dove illustrates Jameson's "impurity." McMurtry's characters are no 

wiser on the final page than at the beginning, but we are given an opportunity to hear 

each voice, including some the reader would just as soon ignore, and often does. 

Postmodernists, Fokkema argues, have become "aware of the absurdky of writing 

and after having been exposed to a Ikerature reduced to silence, have freed themselves 

from these 'deep' considerations and embraced again the superficialky of telling stories" 

(22). The plight of moral dilemmas holds no appeal for these wrkers, and McMurtry's 

readers will notice that the characters do not wrestle with questions of right and wrong. 

McMurtry's eschatology is obvious only in the observations of his philosophers, 

Augustus McCrae and Po Campo; Gus observes to Lorena that "life in San Francisco is 

still just life . . . The heakhy way is to learn to like the litde everyday things, like soft 

beds and buttermilk—and feisty gentlemen" (330). The view of life is that it is to be 

enjoyed, for as long as it lasts. The idea reinforces the postmodem argument that 
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Lonesome Dove, while serving as a serenade to a fascinating historical period, also 

serves as an aubade to a new worid, one in which we have at least the illusion of 

civilization to protect us from the homs and thoms of nature. 
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CHAPTER IV 

STREETS OF LAREDO. 

FROM THE RANGE TO THE GRANGE 

Streets of Laredo, the sequel to Lonesome Dove, is the further adventures of 

retired Texas Ranger Woodrow Call. The ranch in Montana has fallen into mins, 

following the death of Call's son Newt, and Call lives in the Texas Panhandle, accepting 

occasional assignments to pursue outlaws. He lives alone near Clarendon and telegraphs 

his old corporal Pea Eye Parker to assist him when he receives a job offer. A major 

railroad, having suffered several monetary losses to young Mexican outlaw Joey Garza, 

hires Call to catch Joey on the strength of his old reputation. With the assignment comes 

Ned Brookshire, accountant from New York City to accompany Call and tally up 

expenses as they go. Reluctantly Call allows the tenderfoot to accompany him. 

Pea Eye no longer wishes to participate in the adventure and initially refuses to 

accompany Call. The retired Ranger and Brookshire head to South Texas without other 

assistance, hiring young deputy Ted Plunkert in Laredo in Pea Eye's stead. Joey proves 

more elusive than the standard outlaw and when Pea Eye's old loyalty proves stronger 

than his reluctance to leave his family two months later, Joey is still free, and still robbing 

and killing. 

Lorena Parker hears a story about Mox Mox, an outlaw who bums his victims. 

She recalls an earlier encounter with him, not documented in Lonesome Dove, but having 

occurred during the abduction which took place in that novel. She immediately leaves 

for Laredo, determined to bring back her husband. She does not immediately find Pea 
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Eye, but she does locate Woodrow Call, and she asks for and receives permission to 

accompany him. He has shot Mox Mox, and unbeknownst to him, wounded the man 

burner so severely that he dies. Joey Garza follows Lorena and Call, tricks Call and 

shoots him in the chest, arm, and leg wkh a high-powered rifle. Lorena, to save Call's 

life, cuts off his leg and manages to get him to Ojinaga, to the home of Maria Garza, 

Joey's mother. Pea Eye meanwhile shoots Joey with Ned Brookshire's shotgun, after 

Plunkert and Brookshire both have been killed. The wound does not immediately kill 

Joey, but it does weaken him to the point that others are able to finish him. The Parker 

family gathers up the remnants of Maria's family and Call, and heads back to Qukaque, 

where their farm is located. The railroad magnate refuses to pay Pea Eye the reward for 

Joey Garza and cuts Brookshire's pension in half for having burned the ledger pages to 

keep warm. 

The popularity of Lonesome Dove was great enough that within four years after 

ks publication, a four-part television mini-series based on ks text aired on CBS 

Television. Later for sale on video, the tale again became hugely popular, selling 

millions of copies. Such success led the reading public to demand more stories about the 

retired Rangers and the Hat Creek outfit. Although suffering a severe post-operative 

depression following a quadmple bypass operation in 1990, McMurtry was able to 

produce the sequel to the novel by 1993, mostly in response to massive popular demand. 

The tone of that novel. Streets of Laredo, is depressing; McMurtry himself describes it as 

a "sad book," based on a "sad song" (Personal Interview). His basic premise in the novel 

is that the adventurous west, while still available to the rigid, unchanging Captain Call 

and other foolhardy Texas residents, simply has too many disadvantages; cowboying as a 
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way of life has given way to farming, hardware selling, other professional pursuks where 

ks participants can enjoy "coziness" in their lives. McMurtry's postmodem heroes, heirs 

to his tale of a new Texas, are not the "top hands" seen in Lonesome Dove, but Pea Eye 

Parker, viewed as fairly inept, and his wife, ex-prostkute Lorena Wood. 

McMurtry's text again becomes postmodem in ks refusal to honor the formula 

westem, in his continued metaphor of fragmentation and loss, in re-historicizing the myth 

yet again, examining the silenced voices of Call's Mexican victims and women, the 

divided loyalties of family men, and giving the reader a wonderfiilly parodic view of an 

Eastem robber baron. A more fully developed characteristic, addkionally, in Streets, is 

that in re-telling his tale, McMurtry adheres closely to his original story line, but not so 

stringently that his storytelling is hampered by minor details. This tendency can be 

viewed as postmodem, but k has ks foundations in the tenets of oral Ikerature. For 

example, Leslie Marmon Silko told interviewer Bemard A. Hirsch that her aunts would 

tell her "stories they had told before but wkh changes in details or descriptions. The 

story was the important thing and little changes here and there were really part of the 

story" (Hirsch 26n). McMurtry's postmodem tendencies are rooted in an oral tradkion; 

his texts have the quality of stories handed down through generations. Many of his 

"situations" are based on events that took place wkhin his own family. 

McMurtry views himself as a latter day Waher Benjamin, k would appear. His 

latest non-fiction effort, Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen: Reflections at Sixty and 

Beyond, based on his own life and observations, was published in October, 1999. 

Benjamin is described by crkic Walter Cohen as "aphoristic, essayistic, wildly 

heterogeneous"—a man whose "writings though apparently intended as parts of a single 
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project, defy easy categorization" (324), a characteristic he shares wkh McMurtry. 

Benjamin argued in about 1913 in an essay, "The Storyteller," that "The art of 

storytelling is coming to an end. Less and less frequently do we encounter people with 

the abilky to tell a tale properly" (qtd. in Simpson 22). It is obvious that McMurtry sees 

himself as a storyteller. Basic components of storytelling include the concept that each 

time an oral tale is related, it changes slightly. Such ethnic wrkers as Silko have 

addressed the fluid tradkion of the narrative often. In fact, Silko's premise is that Native 

American tradition suggests that each oral tale has a purpose and that those purposes vary 

slightly; she echoes Waher Ong's idea that oral tradkions reflect a society's present 

cultural values rather than idle curiosky about the past (Silko 1158)(Ong 48). The oral 

tale has not been viewed as postmodem, surprisingly, but its association wkh ethnic 

cultures, ks fragmented stmcture and dependence on recurrent heroes definkely places it 

as one of the sources of current postmodem theory. A further similarky is the assessment 

that intelligence is not extrapolated from contrived textbooks but situated in operational 

contexts (Ong 55). 

"Oral cultures," according to Ong, "indeed produced powerful and beautiful 

verbal performances of high artistic and human worth," (14) and he adds later that "oral 

poets do not normally work from verbatim memorization" (21). Two characteristics of 

the oral concept were repetkion of ideas, the formula, which "helped implement rhythmic 

discourse and also acts as mnemonic aids in their own right, as set expressions circulating 

through the mouths and ears of all," and the presence of an interiocutor, the storyteller 

himself (Ong 34-35). As the storyteller, McMurtry uses many staples of the westem 

genre in his novels, but often inverts them. He does, however, have his characters repeat 
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favorite ideas. Lonesome Dove readers, for example, recall that Augustus McCrae's 

repetkive expression is, "The older the violin, the sweeter the music" {LD 19, 108, 674). 

Call's favorite, "I won't tolerate mde behavior," echoes throughout the four novels {LD 

646, SOL 300, DMW180, CM 390). 

Once a story is written, k is no longer oral, but "frozen" in place wkh the idea that 

k will remain exactly the same each time k is told. Scholars like to collate first and 

second editions of a work such as a poem or a novel to ascertain variants between the 

author's inkial drafts and the final one, to determine if minor changes are the work of the 

author or an edkor, typesetter, proofreader, etc. The oral story is not subject to such 

strictures, and one imagines that authors long to change, update, and improve their 

material. Changes are not possible, normally. Ong also argues that the unifying, 

centralizing, interiorizing economy of sound as perceived by human beings is intimately 

related to orally based thought and expression (73). Primkive cukures progressed from 

sound to written text, and in some ways, those cultures are retuming to sound with the 

dawning of an electronic age. Ong describes k thusly: "[W]ith telephone, radio, 

television, and various kinds of sound tape, electronic technology has brought us into the 

age of'secondary oralky'" (136). Indeed, some similarities exist between that electronic 

orality and the original tribal storyteller. For example, one of the few redeeming 

elements of screenwrking in McMurtry's view is "elimination, substitution, and re

creation which occurs" (7^F24); later, he observers that "Scripts are, to some extent, 

talked into being" {FF 29). Such observations place him more firmly in the storytellers' 

camp. McMurtry also suggests that "in our time the television remn has replaced the oral 

tradkion, upon which, for so long, the transmission of myth depended. Instead of hearing 
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a favored story once or twice a year at the knee of an elder, one watches k once or twice a 

year along with a shifting complement of commercials" {FF 58). What makes the 

secondary orality postmodem is, in fact, the remn, wherein the continuky of a season is 

shattered, as performers dead one week are alive and well the next. 

Remaining tme to the elements of the story is an oral tradition, changing it 

slightly to fit the occasion, an additional oral quality. Once that story is recorded, either 

as text, tape, or even images, any discontinuky renders it postmodem. It becomes 

fragmented, superficial, and impure, according to Jameson's definkion (qtd. in Peterson 

137). 

McMurtry's supposed heir to the westem tradition. Newt, the character in whom 

he "places the greatest promise and simplest aspirations" (Lich 54) is dead by page 30 of 

his sequel Streets of Laredo. Once again, McMurtry has subverted the reader's 

expectation, gone against the grain, and proved his story to be a postmodem telling. His 

surprising choice of Pea Eye Parker and Lorena Wood as heirs takes the story from the 

realm of the ranchers and places k into the hands of the seekers in the American West. 

The ranchers of Texas are an elkist crew, the farmers of the state less so. Newt would 

have become a rancher, and McMurtry argues also that a vast difference exists between 

the cowboy and the rancher. The cowboy remained poor, while the rancher did not, 

necessarily. An addkional premise is that Texas diversified, adding an agrarian economy 

to its ranching industry: 

The real developers of westem Texas saw ranching not only as a way of 
life but as a business. They fek no regret at the passing of roundups and 
trail drives. They helped bring rails in; they sold sections for townsites, 
they even took up farming when irrigation and power machinery made it 
feasible to plow the plains. (Fehrenbach, PP 9) 
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In Lonesome Dove, Lorena inherits the profits from Gus' half of the cattle herd, 

which Call deposks in a bank in Miles Cky, Montana. The reader wonders if she will 

indeed set out for San Francisco, the destination she dreamed of in Lonesome Dove. That 

novel leaves her in Ogalalla, Nebraska, with Clara Allen, heartbroken over Gus' death. 

Streets of Laredo is set nearly twenty years later, and Pea Eye had apparently drifted to 

Nebraska, catching both Lorena's eye and her heart. The two had married, at her 

suggestion, and purchased wkh her inheritance, a farm in Texas, near Quitaque and near 

the Red River. Their five children, including fifteen-year-old daughter Clarie, suggest 

that the intervening years have been busy. Pea Eye has transferred most of his allegiance 

to Lorena, leaving only enough loyaky to assist Captain Call in periodic manhunts, 

usually simple affairs posing no great danger to ekher man. 

Streets of Laredo is set during the last decade of the nineteenth century. If the 

frontier has not closed, as Frederick Jackson Tumer argued, it has been pushed south and 

west in Texas, however, since the Lonesome Dove story. The enemies in Lonesome Dove 

are Comanches and Mexican raiders, one from the north, the other from the south. In 

Streets, the enemies are outlaws. The Mexicans finally have accepted the Rio Grande as 

the border, and the Comanches have been relocated. Captain Call lives in a shack, 

"guest" of rancher Charles Goodnight, on the huge J A Ranch in the Texas Panhandle, 

near Clarendon. Nearing seventy, he still takes occasional assignments to bring in petty 

criminals, usually inept ones, to make his living. And he always requires the assistance 

of his old corporal Pea Eye, who now must leave his family for adventures that he no 

longer wishes to experience. Pea Eye acquiesces for two reasons: the Parkers need cash, 
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and he has an old habk of loyaky. According to Lorena's assessment. Call "kills" for a 

living (151), and she believes her husband is no killer; she is opposed to Call and his 

methods. The stage is set for the conflict between wilderness and civilization. 

Few are left of the original Hat Creek crew. Call finally has acknowledged his 

son. Newt, now dead in Montana; talented cowboy Dish Boggett is clerking at a store in 

Lincoln, New Mexico. The river-phobic Jasper Fant has homesteaded land in Comstock, 

Texas, married and had two children. Bolivar is living wkh a Mexican family in Laredo, 

no longer in possession of his wks, supported by Captain Call. Of the other LD 

characters, July Johnson has drowned, and Clara Allen still lives in Nebraska, with 

Cholo. No mention is made in Streets of July's child, Martin. 

Lorena's character in Streets is more like Clara's in Lonesome Dove than the 

shadowy self-centered, frightened prostitute that she was in that first novel. She has 

become self-reliant, relatively well educated, assertive, and coldly efficient. The change 

is credible only if one concedes that McMurtry wants to use a familiar character, has a 

fondness for his prostitutes, and understands that Clara, now in her sixties, is too old even 

for Pea Eye. He is the character in Lonesome Dove with the sharpest knife {LD 728), 

who now uses a dull one {SOL 582), a useful element to the new story. Although two 

references in Lonesome Dove describe Pea Eye as "an idiot" (54, 157), he also is 

described as "one of the ablest men Augustus had ever known" {LD 1). He is said to be 

particulariy good at blacksmkhing and carpentering {LD 1), qualkies he does not retain in 

the sequel, where he is described as "not mechanical, or even very competent physically" 

{SOL 154). He is still the fakhftil corporal, but now Pea Eye's loyakies are divided, as 
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far as Charles Goodnight is concerned, but Pea Eye disagrees: "I ain't divided, I'm loyal 

to them both" {SOL 158). Serving two masters does become problematical for him. 

McMurtry portrays Pea Eye in Lonesome Dove wkh an ironic twist: "A person 

like Pea Eye wouldn't know what an event was" (261), and later Augustus remarks: 

"Dern, Pea, you're a genius for figuring that out" (303) in regard to an obvious 

suggestion. However, when Sean O'Brien is killed by water moccasins, the first person 

to try to rescue him is Pea Eye (262). A short while later, character Lippy is the victim of 

a freak accident: his coattail is pinched in the crack of the wagon seat and he is unable to 

free himself when the wagon capsizes in a creek. "Fortunately, Pea Eye rode up and cut 

the coat loose with his Bowie knife" (298). When Newt becomes lost and disoriented, he 

"tumed to see Pea clipping along a ridge, right toward him" (348). During a hailstorm, 

when other hands are frantically seeking sheker. Newt observes: "Funniest of all was 

Pea Eye, who stood not thirty yards away, up to his neck in the river, with his hat on. He 

was just standing there, calmly, waking for the hail to stop" (463). After Jake's death. 

Newt's head dropped and he sat asleep on his horse. "Pea Eye noticed and trotted close 

beside him so he could catch the weary boy if he started to fall off' (559). When the 

Captain leaves the crew to take Gus' body back to Texas, he shakes Pea Eye's hand as he 

says, "Help New .̂ He'll need a steady man, and you qualify if anybody ever did" (801). 

Pea Eye's character is not imaginative, but he is competent and reliable. 

McMurtry is particulariy skilled at irony, sometimes described as a "risky 

business" by Stanley Fish {IE qtd. in Hutcheon 9); k is by no means certain that one's 

audience will "get" the irony. Linda Hutcheon tells us that irony often has been used to 

"reinforce attitudes rather than question" them {IE 10) Audience reaction to Pea Eye 
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suggests that he is not a popular choice for marriage to Lorena {LD Chatroom). Pea 

Eye's competence is lost; only his less than heroic qualkies are remembered. That he 

walked 100 miles through the Montana wilderness naked and defenseless to save 

Augustus McCrae is often overlooked, although in the sequel, he is "famous" for having 

accomplished that "great thing" {SOL 157). Only a discerning reader will interpret Pea 

Eye's portrayal as heroic. He is not McMurtry's only obscured character. 

Ex-prostitute Lorena Wood, along for the ride in Lonesome Dove, is described on 

that book jacket as the prostitute wkh a "heart of gold." The LD text does not support 

that platitude, but her character finds redemption after suffering abduction and bmtal 

rape, an inversion of the normal circumstance on the frontier, in which the female is 

"mined" by her experience, often losing her wks as well as her family. Pea Eye and 

Lorena have married, offering her respectabilky, and they have purchased a farm with 

proceeds from a cattle drive, one in which she took no part. Captain Call is described in 

Lonesome Dove as a man wkh no tolerance for "whores" {LD 13). In Streets of Laredo, 

his attitude is unchanged: "Whores had as much right to be educated as anybody else. 

But k was another thing . . . that the girl could take his most tmsted helper" (42). Much 

irony exists in Streets that Lorena has "taken" Pea Eye and bought a farm with money 

from Captain Call, himself, and ukimately, that the whore, Lorena, is the one to save his 

life, as she saws his leg off wkh a nicked knife blade in the wildemess. That act kself is 

fraught with Freudian implications of castrating the man and the myth. The final 

whispered words in the text of Lonesome Dove are "that whore" and the referent is 

Lorena Wood, perhaps inadvertently setting her up as important to the sequel 
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McMurtry uses irony more obviously in Streets with his portrayal of the catalyst, 

Colonel Terry, the eastem robber baron, who sends accountant Ned Brookshire to his 

death in Texas. The reader's interpretation of Colonel Terry is based on observations by 

his faint-hearted but stalwart minion, Brookshire. Terry's character is as much of a 

presence as any in the novel, so powerfully has McMurtry drawn him. The reader knows 

that he is a rigid, impatient. New Yorker who has no understanding of the frontier. His 

representation is ironic and lends an element of comic relief to a very dark novel. 

McMurtry's purpose in his characterization of Colonel Terry is to reinforce the stereotype 

of an Eastemer who does not understand a worid wkh a different set of mles. The 

stereotype usually learns of his mistake; Colonel Terry, entering late, does not. Irony, 

however, is up to the reader to interpret, ukimately. It does involve "particularities of 

time and place, of immediate social situation and of general cukure" (/£ Hutcheon 91). 

Hutcheon also believes that irony works best in a well defined or even a closed social 

environment, which could easily describe late nineteenth-century Texas. Hutcheon says 

that "irony necesskates the discrimination of differences between the said and unsaid" {IE 

122), and when Brookshire tells Captain Call that "The Colonel don't tmst God" (69), the 

reader recognizes the Colonel for a fool. Colonel Terry may be McMurtry's most 

masterful irony; so little room exists for misinterpretation that when Colonel Terry 

suffers a small mishap to his hand, after placing k in harm's way, the reader believes he 

deserves k (559). The irony in postmodemism is linked to the signifier, the word as the 

uhimate carrier of meaning. The inversion of that meaning makes the practice 

postmodem. 
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Another postmodem aspect of Streets is the voice given to Captain Call's former 

victim, Maria Garza. At least six chapters of the text begin wkh her. Others chronicle 

the thoughts and intentions of her villainous son, Joey, a killer whose icy persona is one 

of McMurtry's three superior Hterary villains. The others are of course. Blue Duck, from 

Lonesome Dove, and Earl Dee from Some Can Whistle, one of McMurtry's contemporary 

Texas novels. While Maria explains her hatred of Call, Joey's enjoyment at killing is not 

thoroughly explained. Captains Call and McCrae, years before, had hanged Maria's 

father, brother, and brother-in-law for horse theft (61). Although the other texts are filled 

with stories of ranger exploks, those stories tend to reflect only the rangers' point of 

view. That situation changes in Lonesome Dove's sequel. In fact, the plentitude of 

voices in Streets of Laredo, wherein Maria's attitudes are explained, marks the text as 

postmodem. At least fifteen characters are described by the wandering, omniscient 

narrator. 

Physical and emotional flaws are common in Streets of Laredo, beginning with 

Maria's fragmented life, and reflected in her three children: "Rafael, the boy, had no 

mind" (59); "Teresa, the girl was bright, and pretty, and quick, but bom blind" (59). Her 

son, "Joey was damaged, too. His limbs were normal, his eyes were clear, but his soul 

was sick" (95). A description of Joey by the narrator suggests that Joey is torn: "He felt 

divided" (102). Joey's attitude toward the possibilky that his brother and sister might be 

murdered is telling: "If the manburner wanted to bum them, that was fine with Joey. 

They were damaged anyway, too damaged to deserve all the attention his mother gave 

them" (354). A lack of unity in Maria's damaged family serves as a metaphor for silently 

screaming victims of the time, a postmodem metaphor 
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Maria has been married four times: "Carios and Juan, her first two husbands, had 

been too jealous. Juan was also too violent. Roberto Sanchez had been too restless; he 

didn't like to stay put. . . Benko . . . his only fauk was laziness" (93). The first, but 

certainly not the last, character, to lose a part of himself is Presidio deputy Tom Johnson, 

who loses an ear (83); as part of the Texas establishment, that loss might represent the 

law turning a deaf ear to the Mexican populace. Johnson had been one of Maria's 

attackers. Fourth husband Roberto had a harelip (105). A German traveler who had 

boarded wkh Maria was shot by Joey Garza: "The man's knees were shattered" (111). 

Those disabilkies, again, are not confined to Maria's human acquaintances: "As a girl of 

ten, Maria had been given a crippled pony" (137). The defects, missing body parts, and 

mutilations illustrate a psychic fragmentation of a people. 

Benito, husband number three to Maria, is later said to have died when he was 

attacked while attempting to locate a dentist: "Less than ten miles from Ojinaga, his 

horse was shot out from under him. Benko tried to mn, but the killer roped him and 

hoisted him up the side of a large boulder. Then the killer cut off his hands and feet, wkh 

a machete" (96). 

Inkially, in the novel, the characters who are incomplete are associated with 

Maria, who appears to be a literary magnet for the maimed. The inference that can be 

drawn is that both the just and the unjust suffer disabilky. Such an idea brings the text 

again to postmodemism, wkh the concept of the randomness and lack of tmth in life. 

The allegorical missing parts could represent the disenfranchised Mexicans, who suffered 

heinous mistreatment at the hands of the Texas Rangers, according to both McMurtry and 

D. L. Birchfield. McMurtry tells us, "Any Mexican unlucky enough to be caught was 
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tortured until he coughed up information, then summarily hung" {ING 40). Birchfield 

believes that "Texas Rangers who were in active service in the middle of the nineteenth 

century do not deserve to be portrayed as anything other than villains in works of 

literature" (57). The mutilations are likely physical representations of depredations 

suffered by the "Other." 

The mutilations continue throughout the novel, however, with the white majority 

and underscore postmodem fragmentation in terms of physical bodies and emotional 

characteristics. By using those "cuts," McMurtry is gradually chopping away at the myth 

of the western hero. Character Ned Brookshire suffers from panic disorder, and tells 

stories of a decapkated soldier in the Civil War (152). He "remembered the screams of 

the men whose limbs had to be amputated, quickly, on the battlefield (211). One of 

Call's Rangers had retumed from the war, having "lost an eye and an arm" (213). 

Colonel Terry, employer of Call and instigator of the manhunt, had lost an arm at 

Manassas (552). The hero of the text. Pea Eye Parker, is again referred to as hearing 

impaired {LD 10, SOL 173), and he loses two toes to Joey Garza's gun (481). Pea Eye 

sees himself as less than heroic: 

He felt that he had stopped knowing how to be useful. He often felt that 
way at home, too. Lorie was as good at what she did as the Captain was at 
what he did. Pea Eye wasn't as good as either one of them, at anything. It 
made him wonder why the Captain wanted him along in the first place. 
(332) 

McMurtry describes him as alienated occasionally from his family: 

Often, his feelings of absence or confusion would linger so long in his 
breast, while Lorena and the children went on with their lives, moving 
around him as if he wasn't there, that Pea Eye had a hard time feeling he 
was in their lives at all. (350-1) 
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But his most telling moment is his thought that "Lorena and the Captain were complete, 

in a way that he wasn't, and being complete, they did not realize how partial he felt" 

(351). Pea Eye's lack of perception in regard to Captain Call is notable, but he does 

recognize the Captain as growing old: "He oughtn't to be chasing bandits, at his age" 

(154). Once Lorena cuts off his leg (438) and the Presidio physician removes his 

shattered arm (484), Call becomes the most fragmented character in any of McMurtry's 

novels. Lorena's removal of the leg functions as a symbolic castration, a simulacmm of 

castration that transfers power from the cowboy/hero to the settler/heroine 

McMurtry's description of Call's new persona echoes some of his attkudes 

toward his own post-operative depression: "My old psyche, or old self, was shattered— 

now k whirls around me in fragments" (Strekfeld 8E). He went on to say, "It's just an 

occasional, rather than a constant, sense of missing something. It's like stepping into a 

hole. When k happens, I feel vague, as if I don't have myself for awhile" (Strekfeld 8E). 

As he argued that indeed his personalky had changed, following his surgery, he observes, 

"That self, that personality, lies back beyond the time when [I was] on the pump" (8E). 

His own sense of fragmentation is mirrored in his text. 

Once Call's limbs have been severed, he believes that he has lost his identity: 

"He would have to live, but without himself... the crack was permanent, the canyon 

deep. He could not get across k, back to himself (565). Later, the narrator tells the 

reader that "the wounds had splk him off from that self, that Call—he could remember 

the person he had been, but he could not become that person again . .. that person, that 

Call—was back down the weeks, on the other side of the canyon of time. There was no 

rejoining him, and there never would be" (566). 
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Waher Ong argues that "Texts assimilate utterance to the human body. They 

introduce a feeling for 'headings' in accumulations of knowledge: 'chapter' derives from 

the Latin caput, meaning head (as of the human body). Pages have not only 'heads' but 

also 'feet' for footnotes" (100). Addkionally, both writers and readers tend to use the 

phrases "above" and "below" when describing future or previous ideas, positing the text 

as a vertical constmction. Thus, the physical "cut" described by French critic Anne 

Tomiche (122), as representing the text is both logical and postmodem. She argues that 

"reading and wrking are operations stmctured by mutilation, a 'cut,' in which the 

'presence' of the text paradoxically establishes kself (125). Cuts often describe film 

technique, but textual cuts can and do occur in McMurtry's Streets. In his "Epilogue," 

are thirty-one chapters in only fifty-four pages. Small, tmncated pages, highly episodic, 

finish the narrative for all time. It requires little extension for us to see that that cut 

represents the myth of the west kself, the shattered lives of the protagonists in the 

narrative, or the relationships that exist. 

The beginnings of written discourse set a standard for stories: "There was no use 

denying the now known fact that the Homeric poems valued and somehow made capital 

of what later readers had been trained in principle to disvalue, namely the set phrase, the 

formula, the expected qualifier—to put k more bluntly, the cliche" (Ong 23). The 

formula set parameters for the novel, and James Fenimore Cooper and Owen Wister 

contributed to cliches later used in the formulaic westem novel. Thus, when postmodem 

westem writers began to expand the limks of the genre novel, they fragmented the 

reader's expectation and destroyed a stmctural totality that had been established 

previously. Those writers enter a postmodem realm, once they implicitly present the 
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American West as a brief nineteenth century phenomenon that cannot match a twentieth 

century reality (Lojek 47). In addition to a fragmented expectation, the characters also 

display an ontological qualky. Call, particulariy, has a sense of himself as the uhimate 

tmth, not of knowing it, but being it. 

Call does not see himself as having evolved significantiy, but does believe that he 

has learned, in his life: "I didn't know much when I was twenty. I believe I make better 

decisions now" (115). The observation is a reply to Charies Goodnight's question: "Do 

you think a man can acquire sense, or would he have to be bom with it?" However, Gus 

argues k best in Lonesome Dove, when he accuses Call of remaining unchanged for thirty 

years (68), hinting at least at an ontological and postmodem aspect. The stmcture of the 

characters of both Gus and Call contain elements for a confrontation of worlds, for 

example, between character and the concept of progress. Such a confrontation is 

irreconcilable and therefore postmodem. 

Call's reputation as "the most famous Texas Ranger of all time" (131) is based on 

events during which he ostensibly learned his fighting skills, but a suggestion from the 

narrator is that metempirical luck is a factor in frontier survival, as well as experience: 

"If the years had taught [Call] anything, k was that survival was a matter that could not 

be predicted with any accuracy. Time and time again, on the frontier, men who were 

well experienced and well equipped rode off one day and got killed" {SOL 126). And 

Call himself realizes, "There's one sure thing about my reputation. It won't stop a bullet" 

{SOL 73). Ned Brookshire's ledger books are lost on the frontier, as they are used to help 

start campfires, again underscoring McMurtry's argument that knowing is privileged over 

knowledge, verbalized by Lorena: "Good grammar wouldn't save [Pea Eye] (162) 
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McMurtry introduces a character in Streets, the noted Kickapoo tracker Famous Shoes, 

who perceives that the "tracks" in books are comparable to the tracks that he studies on 

the vast plains (200), providing a link between past and ftiture. The signifiers that 

explained the historical world are not the same signifiers that explain a modem one, 

however, fragmenting the episteme. 

McMurtry nods to the passing of cowboys with an elegiac glance at the Texas 

Panhandle, where Goodnight's ranch had encouraged the growth of 

towns and villages and sufficient law that sidearms gradually ceased to be 
a part of everyday dress... but the Panhandle was no longer the wild 
West—not by a long shot. The cowboys could play and posture all they 
wanted to, adjusting their holsters and practicing fast draws. The fact is, 
they were herdsmen, not gunfighters. {SOL 362) 

As Goodnight muses about the old days, his observation is that: 

Those who weren't dead had mostly gone bust in the cattle business. They 
were farming now, or selling hardware in the small towns scattered about 
what had once been the great open range. Many of them had been good 
and able men: competent, resourceful, and good companions on the trail. 
But they hadn't lasted. Some got busted up by half-broken horses. Some 
drowned in foolish, impatient attempts to cross unfordable rivers. Others 
had taken sick and quickly and quietly expired. Perhaps they worked in 
the rain and sleet too long; the next day, they had a sniffle, the sniffle 
became pneumonia, and they died. (361) 

McMurtry said three decades ago that "the day of the cowboy is now well into its 

evening" {ING 148). Elsewhere, he remarked pragmatically that "the passing of the 

cowboy's day has produced personal tragedy, of course, but collectively his departure has 

been merely poignant" {ING 28) and further points out that the cowboy has been 

diminished, but the Indian has been destroyed {ING 28), offering a voice to that Indian 

He views the Texas Panhandle landscape as "powerful," and he claims that it is all but 

impossible to live there pleasantly (7Â G 17). A farewell to the passing era is an inversion 
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of formulaic genre, particularly when that farewell has a "good riddance" hint to k, and 

his view of the landscape as powerful but barren disputes genre terminology, 

addkionally. 

The transference of power in the westem myth from the cowboy to the woman 

represents the shift from wildemess to civilization. Madelon Heatherington argues that 

when the westem hero falls in love and marries, he is automatically removed from the 

action (654). She says that in most westems, married males figuratively become 

geldings, appallingly sensible, and unheroically grounded—Ikerally as well as 

metaphorically, for a woman takes a man off his high horse (654). She ekes McMurtry 

himself "The cowboy realized himself on a horse" (TÂ G 150). McMurtry observed that 

"[I] doubt that I have ever known a cowboy who liked women as well as he liked horses" 

and adds that the cowboy way is a "commkment to a heroic concept of life that simply 

takes little account of women" {ING 148). McMurtry uses, in Streets, a language which 

suggests a war has taken place: "The woman had won. In the end, k seemed they always 

did" (38). The notion that times are changing is, of course, pointed out by Lorena 

herself "It was Lorena, though, who kept pointing out that the order of things could 

change" (48-9). Both ideas are reinforced later by Lorena's thought: 

That's what k was, too: woman against man. Her body, her spirit, her 
affection and passion, the children she and Pea Eye shared, the life they 
shared on the farm that had cost them all her money and years of their 
energy. It was that against the old man wkh the gun, and the way of life 
that ought to have ended. (160-1) 

The unhorsed cowboy as gelding also has textual evidence. When Lorena goes to 

South Texas and Mexico to retrieve Pea Eye, she describes her reasoning to Goodnight: 

"[Pea Eye] won't mind anybody but me" (243). That Lorena herself is the "cutter" is 
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borne out not only by her having symbolically castrated Call, but her action is preceded 

by his last ride on a horse: Lorena lifted the Captain onto the animal, tied him on, and 

then led his horse, reducing him to the status of an infant: "I ain't been carried since my 

ma carried me," and then he realizes that his life, as he has lived k, is gone: "It made him 

wonder if he was still himself. . . He fek he was floating into another life, a life so 

different from his old one that he wondered if he would even have the same name" (432). 

Lorena as castrator is suggested by her recollection of past experiences as she prepares to 

remove Call's leg: "She had also helped castrate horses when the ranch was short-

handed" (434). In this text, she has castrated the hero, reducing him and his wild West to 

a memory, a fantasy. 

McMurtry normally has no quarrel wkh women, himself, and sees much of the 

physical destmction of the cowboy as an inevitable consequence when one must ride 

poor horses. Early in the novel. Lonesome Dove, Gus reminds Call that "a dumb horse 

may step in a hole once in a while, but at least you can turn your back on one without 

losing a patch of hide," to which Call responds, "I'd rather my horses didn't step in no 

holes," (68) praising the Hell Bkch. For Call, reliabilky is an important aspect of his 

mounts, and he recalls his young rangering days: "At the time, some men had scoffed at 

him for riding a mule, but Call ignored them. The stakes were life or death, and Ben was 

the most reliable animal he had ever seen, if far from the prettiest" {LD 690). McMurtry 

makes the point repeatedly that the rangers were often pooriy mounted, at a disadvantage 

when chasing the Comanches. When rancher Wilbarger attempts to purchase the Hell 

Bkch from Call, he laments, "I live on a horse and yet I ain't had but two good ones my 

whole life" {LD 119). McMurtry further addresses the concept of horseflesh in his 
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essays. In an essay entkled "Death of the Cowboy," he remembers, "my father, as he 

neared the end, counted himself lucky that he had owned a few good horses in his life" 

(18). Years eariier, in speaking of his Uncle Johnny McMurtry, a tmly fragmented 

cowboy, he observes that "Horses were always falling wkh him, and on him, or kicking 

him across corrals. The McMurtrys seemed to consider that these minor injuries were no 

more than he deserved, for being too tight to buy good horses instead of young, half-

broken broncs" {ING 166). He tells his audience that Johnny suffered almost a dozen 

breaks in one leg and survived the removal of his larynx from cancer. Many elements 

contributed to the West leaving ks mark on the cowboy, and McMurtry argues practically 

that much of the blame belongs on the cowboy himself and his choice of mounts, as well 

as the nature of the profession. In the novels, he uses women only as a catalyst for the 

destmction of the westem myth, not the cowboy. 

Call's manhunt, the posse chasing the bad guys, has been a staple of westem 

fiction, but McMurtry's tale of Call going after the villainous Joey Garza has a Keystone 

Kops qualky, an element of the ridiculous pursuing the sublime. As an aspect of 

postmodern thought, sublime normally describes art. Jean-Francois Lyotard, in 77?̂  

Postmodern Condition, describes the sublime as "that which searches for new 

presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger sense of the 

unpresentable" {loP qtd. in Bertens 133). The unpresentable in McMurtry's text is 

accomplished by means of a lateral distancing movement: when a character is castrated, 

for example, the narrator moves from the victim to the villain, from the victim to an on

looker, or the narrator will tell us that the character has either lapsed into 

unconsciousness or died. Often, that character will experience a mist, or a warm bath 
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sensation, moving again to the sublime. Jameson's view of the postmodem sublime is 

that k "is the body that is touching ks limks, 'volatized' in this experience of images, to 

the point of being outside kself, or losing kself {loP qtd. in Bertens 170). Madsen, who 

describes McMurtry as "the wrker of postmodem westems" (129), goes on to say 

McMurtry's texts take a self-consciously nostalgic approach to the West, which 

"approximates postmodem descriptions of the sublime as something that can be thought 

only in terms of ks inaccessibilky, ks incommensurabilky wkh the human capacky to 

know" (129). 

An additional element of the sublime is that Joey is under twenty, has a powerful 

German rifle with an equally powerful scope, purchased in Mexico City, with which he 

can fire accurately from 500 yards {SOL 155) away, giving him a distinct advantage over 

a 70-year-old Call wkh failing eyesight and no scope. Joey destroys Call; Call does not 

even see Joey, however. Pea Eye Parker shoots the young outlaw with Brookshire's 

shotgun, disabling him so that his mother and the Mexican butcher might finish the job. 

The textual waters are muddied to the point that no one is able to ascertain wkh certainty 

who killed whom. The confusion places a postmodem spin on the situation wkh its sense 

of ambiguky, not to mention an upheaval of the formulaic expectation that the heroic Call 

will capture his prey. 

Textual variants abound in Streets, many having to do with Call's own 

background and further prove a postmodem, fragmented text In Lonesome Dove, for 

example, the reader leams that Call has suffered three gunshot wounds during his days as 

an active Texas Ranger {LD 342) and the reader will remember that he was shot during 

the trek back to Texas to retum Gus' body {LD 816). McMurtry reminds readers of that 
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wound but not the previous three: "Once before, he had been hit by a bullet. That bullet 

was fired by an Apache, as Call was about to cross the Pecos River wkh Gus McCrae's 

body" {Streets 420). Either McMurtry forgot those eariier bullet wounds, or they proved 

to be so irrelevant to the story, they were omitted in subsequent texts. Those readers who 

wonder about the Pea Eye/Lorena alliance are given a full explanation of the 

circumstances, but not an explanation of the attraction: Pea Eye wandered to Ogalalla, 

Nebraska, at a time when Clara Allen needed help, she hired Pea Eye, and a year later, 

advised Lorena that he would be a good marriage choice {Streets 33). A small 

storytelling glkch occurs as the narrator mentions that courtship which took place in 

Nebraska, "the same honest eyes that had won through her reluctance, long ago, in 

Wyoming" {Streets 164). The states are neighbors, and the small error perhaps is 

irrelevant to the overall story line, fragmenting k nonetheless. 

Few readers view Pea Eye as heroic in spke of his 100-mile walk, although 

Madsen views Pea Eye as a character who "has a commkment to values other than the 

ability to kill, to loyalty and friendship, and who is, as a result, able to prevail" (141). 

And prevail he does, wkh his wife. At the end of the saga. Pea Eye is the clear heir. He 

has married the beautiful girl, owns acreage, has children to carry on his name, and 

beyond that, has emerged as a legend: "Pea Eye was a hero on both sides of the river" 

{SOL 539). 

The fragmentation of landscape notable in Lonesome Dove with its plethora of 

settlements is addressed in a different manner in Streets of Laredo. A river, the Rio 

Grande, border between Texas and Mexico, provides the geographical fragmentation in 

Streets. In LD, that border is a relatively new designation, one that had wandered from 
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the Nueces to the Rio Grande, depending on the time period and the govemments 

involved. That the river kself was not universally accepted as the dividing line between 

one culture and another is borne out by the narrator's observation: 

[The Hacienda Flores] was there when the Rio Grande was just a river, not 
a boundary; the vaqueros would cross that river as casually as they crossed 
any stream. Millions of acres that had once been part of the Hacienda 
were now part of Texas, but the vaqueros still crossed the river and 
brought back cattle and horses. They were, in their view, merely bringing 
back their own. {LD 92) 

Dechert argues in her dissertation that McMurtry gives voice to the Mexican 

population with his novel. If one views his portrayals of Mexicans wkh missing parts 

and senses as sympathetic, as indicative of their disenfranchisement, he does indeed. 

About sixteen chapters in the novel are devoted to Maria, Joey, and the tracker Famous 

Shoes. Part HI of the novel is entkled "Maria's Children," lending more credence to the 

argument. Feminist critic Annette Kolodny tells us that some sociologists 

regard a frontier not as a boundary or line, but as a territory or zone of 
interpretation . . . [of] previously distinct societies. For them, there are 
three essential elements in any frontier situation: territory, two or more 
distinct peoples; and the process by which the relations among the peoples 
in the territory begin, develop, and eventually crystallize. (4) 

The fact that Maria Garza hates Captain Call, wams Joey of his arrival, receives Call into 

her home to treat his wounds, dies following an intemecine embrace with Joey, and 

leaves her children to be reared by Pea Eye and Lorena Parker suggest that relations 

between two people in the two countries have been reconciled, to some extent. 

Call is described in Lonesome Dove as a man who "didn't tmst Mexicans" (4). 

At the end of Streets, Call has "formed an attachment to a female" (577), and that female 

is Teresa, blind eleven-year-old Mexican daughter of Maria. McMurtry's portrayals of 
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Americans and Mexicans may be seen as falling considerably short of equity and perhaps 

reinforcing stereotypical elements of the formula westem, undermining the postmodem 

argument that the Mexicans are given a "voice." The "Other," according to postmodem 

theorist Hans Bertens, is the "collective of those excluded from the privileges" {loP 8). 

He echoes Michel Foucauk's argument when he says that "It is this 1980s redefinition of 

the postmodem that enabled the close links with feminism and mukiculturalism that are 

now generally associated wkh postmodemism" (8). He claims that Ihab Hassan began an 

investigation into "the Ikerature of silence" with his groundbreaking work. The 

Dismemberment of Orpheus" (23). 

The West, for McMurtry, is a vanished world. He chose Pea Eye Parker and 

Lorena Wood Parker as his heirs for reasons of his own, but their choice acts as the 

transcendent signifier for the novel. As Madsen argues, "This is the new western ethos 

that McMurtry represents as displacing the old mythology of the West" (134). When 

Teresa Garza first hears Woodrow Call's voice, she imagines him to be a "king" (289, 

291). Call notices Teresa, and as any smitten swain, wishes he might give her a "bauble, 

a ribbon, a locket, or some such trinket" (290). Captain Call has gone from reigning over 

a frontier to mling a small girl's heart. His old identky has been smashed and all the 

king's horses cannot restore that way of life, the era that "can never be again" (7Â G 173) 

unless one views k on a screen, or reads about k, accepting Archibald MacLeish's view 

that "the West is a country in the mind, and so etemal" (qtd. in Milton 41). For those 

who live in k, k is not a movie script, but a living landscape that has become necessarily 

fragmented and civilized. It is a land wkh a history that is probably more interesting to 

read about than to have lived in. 
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CHAPTER V 

DEAD MAN'S WALK: 

A LANDSCAPE OF EMPTINESS 

Larry McMurtry's third novel in the Lonesome Dove tetralogy is Dead Man's 

Walk, the first novel in the chronology of the two Texas Rangers, Woodrow F. Call and 

Augustus McCrae. DMW^diS published in 1995, a full decade after the inkial 

appearance of the two fictional heroes. In it, McMurtry retums to his story to sketch in 

the initial meeting between the two men, adding early adventures the two share as rookie 

Texas Rangers. Beginning in about 1842, the story describes the first adventure of the 

two heroes, who have been Texas Rangers for about six weeks. The story begins in the 

midst of an attempt to locate a stage route to El Paso. Big Foot Wallace is one of the 

troop of about twelve men and one prostitute, along for the ride. The expedkion is led by 

Major Randall Chevallie, and the group is poorly provisioned and untrained. Both 

Augustus McCrae and Woodrow Call come face to face with Buffalo Hump, who, like 

Big Foot Wallace, is a part of actual Texas history. The troop races toward a massacre on 

the Rio Grande orchestrated by Buffalo Hump and are lucky to survive. Indeed, some of 

the troop members do not survive. Big Foot Wallace does, however. The remnants of 

the troop strike out heskantly across the xeric landscape, in quest of a river, and beyond 

k, San Antonio. 

A few weeks later, Gus and Call join another expedkion, this one led by a Captain 

Caleb Cobb, headed toward Santa Fe, with the notion of "taking" the cky. Two hundred 

members begin this trek. This expedkion resembles the actual Santa Fe Expedition, to a 
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point. The trek includes Call and Gus, and several of the surviving troop members from 

the eariier jaunt. The expedkion, which makes up the bulk of the novel, is as full of 

adventure as any Ranger could wish for, and ends wkh capture by the Mexican army, a 

forced march toward Mexico City, by way of the Jomada del Muerto, the Dead Man's 

Walk that gives the novel its name, and a final stop at San Lazaro Leper Colony. 

Cobb is fictional, as are most members of the troop. The expedkion may be said 

to be loosely based on the actual Santa Fe Expedition, an idea given weight in the novel 

by Captain Cobb, who says, "We're the Texas-Santa Fe Expedkion, heading out towards 

New Mexico" {DMW 205). The blend of fact with fiction lends a postmodem aspect to 

the novel. As Brian McHale argues, "Tradkional historical novels strive to suppress . . 

contradictions between their versions of historical figures and the familiar facts of these 

figures' careers" (17). McMurtry's tale makes little effort to adhere closely to the 

familiar, or the actual. Dramatizing historical events usually involves certain liberties 

with facts, and such action does indeed place the dramatization into a postmodern realm 

Coincidentally, Call meets Maggie Tilton and Gus meets Clara Forsythe just 

before they leave Austin. The expedition takes them to the Palo Duro Canyon, where 

they again encounter Buffalo Hump, and survive, again barely. As they begin to walk 

back, they meet the Mexican Army, their captain surrenders, and the men are marched, 

under guard and often in chains, across two hundred miles of malpais, a waterless 

wasteland, the Jomada del Muerte. Only ten survive. In a parodic vignette of the actual 

historical black bean drawing, that number is reduced by half in a "black bean" drawing. 

In McMurtry's tale. Big Foot Wallace draws a black bean and dies. Woodrow Call and 
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Gus McCrae each draw a white one. The five who remain are set free and hired by Lady 

Lucinda Carey to escort her to Galveston. On the trip, another man dies suddenly from 

an injury suffered in the Palo Duro battle. The tiny group again encounters Buffalo 

Hump, but Lady Carey's bizarre behavior scares the Comanches away and the trip 

concludes successfully. 

Although the narrative voice in 7)A/pr remains normally wkh the Texas Ranger 

troop and its misadventures, McMurtry's heroes mention repeatedly the superiority of the 

Comanches in their relationship to, understanding of, and survival abilky in, a hostile and 

empty landscape. In so doing, McMurtry re-visions accepted Texas history, placing a 

postmodem spin on his work. Addkionally, his text is accessible, his heroes lack self-

awareness, and his characters are physically fragmented. The introduction of a leprous 

female savior definkely removes the tale from formulaic expectation. McMurtry's tale is 

a postmodem westem simply because it first inscribes and then subverts its generic 

disengagement with the world (D'haen 184). 

Dead Man's Walk misses the realm of Linda Hutcheon's historiographic 

metafiction, the kind of fiction that is objectively correlative to an age that conceives of 

ks own realky as inherently linguistic, which McMurtry's fails to do. However, 

according to Hutcheon, postmodemism is a "willfully contradictory phenomenon. 

Starting from ks theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human constmcts, it 

asserts and then deliberately undermines such principles as value, order, meaning, 

control, and identity . .. that have been the basis of bourgeois liberalism" (qtd. in Bertens, 

"Debate" 12). Postmodem novels often exercise against bourgeois values, becoming a 
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"Ikerature of silence" (Hassan 71 TDOO), a description which can refer to the oppressed 

or the metaphor of inarticulation used to describe them. The Texas Rangers have been a 

silent group, traditionally; thus, the trope is accurate. McMurtry learned about some of 

the exploks of the Texas Rangers in the definitive Waher Prescott Webb tale. The Texas 

Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense, published in 1935. He thinks the book "flawed 

by hero worship" {ING 39), "sloppy" and a "glaring whitewash" of the Rangers. In each 

of his four novels in the Lonesome Dove series, McMurtry seeks to portray Woodrow 

Call, particularly, as anything but the gentle man described by Webb. Hutcheon says that 

postmodemism employs parody and other destabilizing techniques to establish, 

differentiate, and then disperse stable narrative voices (and bodies) that use memory to 

try to make sense of the past. She goes on to argue that the postmodem writer will 

include events perceived to be historically significant, but that in doing so, that writer 

problematizes the entire notion of historical knowledge (qtd. in Bertens, "Debate" 12). 

McMurtry includes in his novel an implicit argument that events beyond the Mexican 

War occurred which had a major impact on the Comanche Indians in Texas, for example. 

Webb tells us the Texas Rangers, formed in 1835, sent two exploratory teams 

westward during the early years of the 1840's, the first of which was the ill-fated Santa 

Fe expedkion, which left Bmshy Creek near Austin, Texas, on June 20, 1841, bound for 

New Mexico (Webb 71). "The Texans sanguinely hoped to take over Santa Fe by 

negotiation and open a trade from Texas" (Webb 71). Poorly equipped and ill-prepared, 

the starving Texans reached their goal, only to be incarcerated, taken into the interior of 

Mexico, and released (Webb 78). On October 3, 1842, the "most disastrous" expedition 
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ever mounted set out from San Antonio toward Mexico in an invasion attempt. This 

debacle, called the Mier Expedkion, resuked in the surrender of the troop, wkh the 

understanding that they were to be treated as prisoners of war and kept near the northern 

border. Instead, they were marched to Matamoros, then to Monterey, on to Saltillo, and 

then to Hacienda Salado, where they attempted to escape. Some died, a few succeeded, 

but most were re-captured and retumed to Salado in irons, where they were forced to 

draw beans from a pkcher. "Every tenth man was to die" (Webb 77). Those individuals 

who drew whke beans lived; those who selected a black bean were shot. Historically, 

Big Foot Wallace chose a whke bean; he lived until 1899. 

The enemies in Dead Man '5 Walk are the Comanches, but mostiy the land; 

subsidiary, less effective enemies are the Mexican milkary and the Apache Gomez. The 

Mexican residents of villages are unusually sympathetic and kind, offering needed 

supplies to the Rangers. The Mexican Army is portrayed as led by arrogant aristocrats, 

incapable of logic and unwilling to admire survival. Gomez, an Apache, is not explained, 

other than described as a person who thinks like an Apache, which is to say, not 

understandably. The Comanches, however, are the "people of the emptiness," {DMW 

82). Much of this description falls into a formulaic realm, a doubly coded discourse that 

offers the reader an emotional security of the familiar, with the promise of upholding the 

established order. Quickly, the formula is subverted and the novel retums to a 

postmodem stance. 

The admiration shown by both Call and McCrae for the survival and fighting 

skills of Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf becomes consistent throughout the rest of the 
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novel, and McMurtry is clear in his implick argument that numbers prevailed, not 

fighting skills, in Texas becoming settled, a notion that argues against the natural 

superiorky of the white settlers. Eariy in the novel, the narrator describes the 

Comanches: "The Indians knew the country better than the white men; they knew how to 

use k, how to hide in k, to survive k in places where a white man would have no chance" 

{DMW 70). A few pages later, "a party of fighting Comanches, riding at ease through the 

country that was theirs" is described. "They were wild Indians, and it was their land they 

were riding through. Their mles were not whke mles, and their thinking was not white 

thinking" (79). The pooriy-equipped Rangers often observe to themselves: "[The 

Comanches'] horses were no faster . . . but they knew the land better" (212). As 

misadventure follows upon the heels of mishap, Call particulariy comes to admire the 

Comanches more and more: "The Indians were superior to them in their planning They 

would always lay some clever trap" (221). Lee Clark Mkchell in a look at Westems, film 

and fiction, claims, "Westerns frequently arouse the fear of confronting an Other so 

deeply threatening to entrenched values as to imperil one's cultural moorings 

themselves" (135). Call does not fear the Other in DMW, he would like to learn from 

them. Mkchell describes Native Americans in Westerns as "traditionally villainous" 

(124). In McMurtry's Dead Man's Walk, they are an enemy, but not a villainous one. 

The future is not in doubt in McMurtry's novel, and his inclusion of an Indian "voice" 

suggests that he imbuing his tale wkh ambigukies, a hallmark of postmodem thought. 

As Call begins to wander away from the others at night to think, in what was 

established in Lonesome Dove as a lifelong habit. Call considers that "the Indians had 
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outplanned and outfought them, by such a margin that it was partly luck that any of them 

survived" {DMW235). When Call follows them to the Palo Duro Canyon, he believes he 

has "trespassed" on their land, that "the Comanches were masters of their country to a 

degree that no Ranger ever could be . . . the Indians could do things white men couldn't 

do" (242). When his horse is taken during the night, his reaction again is admiration and 

respect: "The stealth Indians possessed continued to surprise him" and then, "Time and 

time again, the red man had bested them" (258). He realizes that the Comanches are not 

impervious to bullets, but remarks, "It's hitting them that's hard. They're too smart about 

the country" (369). The attkude is underscored again when the despicable Major Laroche 

sneers, "No officer in the Mexican army should be beaten by a savage" (385), providing a 

sharp contrast to the gmdging respect shown by the survivors of the expedition, who are 

correctly terrified of Buffalo Hump and his warriors. The very adoption of a formulaic 

genres by a postmodern wrker such as McMurtry emphasizes his awareness of the 

codedness of his cultural condkion, and the specific way in which he uses them at the 

same time expresses an argument wkh accepted history. The point of view he learned, 

growing up in pre-politically correct Texas, was that whites were superior. They 

prevailed because of their inherent masterful qualkies. 

As carefully as he would describe a drawing room, McMurtry portrays his 

geographic setting as overwhelming, a technique of disorder that is quke precise No 

communion with a kindly Mother Nature takes place in Dead Man's Walk, and no 

character triumphs over the wildemess. A few hardy souls survive k, but the hostile 

landscape kself is a living presence in the novel. The "emptiness" is inhabked by people 
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who understand k and who "claim it" (82), not the "few puny men caught between vast 

horizons" (70) that so unsettles Major Chevallie. Long Bill Coleman shows signs of the 

sadness that will lead him to suicide eventually: "They were small and the worid was 

large and violent" (101). When the troop buries ks first Indian victims, the Rangers are 

"scared; they had ridden out of Austin into a world where the mles were not white mles, 

where torture and mutilation awaited the weak and the unwary, the slow, the young" 

(141). The concept of becoming completely overwhelmed by the vast plain is a trope 

often used in the formulaic westem novel to identify those who will not survive in the 

west. McMurtry uses it himself, to some extent, but his strong/weak characters are not so 

clearly delineated by reaction to the land. 

The narrative voice in the novel is one who travels wkh the Rangers. Early, he 

observes: "After weeks in the trees, the breadth and silence of the prairie unnerved some 

of the men" {DMW 197). Ranger Johnny Carthage is one who finds k difficult to tolerate 

the emptiness and the wind, and complains: "Dem, I can't get cozy out here . . . There's 

nothing to stop the damn wind" (197). Once the troop reaches the plains, they are more 

strongly affected than before. McMurtry uses stronger imagery to describe the Llano 

Estacado than any other geographic area in his fiction: "None of them were prepared for 

the way the sky and earth seemed to widen, once they rose onto the Llano Estacado 

After a day or two on the llano the meaning of distance seemed changed. The great plain, 

silent and endless, became the worid. In relation to the plain, they fek like ants" (210) 

When the group kself is fragmented, looking for water. Call believes "the space ahead of 

them seemed to get wider and emptier... the big plain had engulfed them The sky 
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was so deep and so vast k took away his sense of direction" (241). The Rangers tend to 

mourn the loss of their fellows, partially because, "In the vastness of the desert, each 

reduction of the group made them realize how small they were, how puny, in relation to 

the space they were traveling through" (443). 

That the land is a worse enemy than the Comanches seems obvious to Call: "The 

Comanches didn't need to put themselves at risk, just to destroy the Rangers; the country 

would do the job for them" (236). As he wonders if he will ever serve under a milkary 

leader who knew what he was doing, the narrator speaks again: "So far [Call] had not 

found one who could survive the country kself, much less one who could beat the country 

and the enemy" (288-9). When the Rangers are set afoot. Call "loses his belief in their 

ability to find their way across the plain. It was too vast, and they had no map" (245). 

Even though he tells Caleb Cobb, "I despise you for a coward" (298), later Call feels pky 

for the hated Captain, when they find him "blind, naked, and crippled in such a thorny 

wilderness, and in the cold, . . . a harder fate than even cowards deserved" (321). As they 

enter the Jomada del Muerte, the Mexican Captain Salazar offers his prophecy: "This is 

the Dead Man's Walk. Now we will see who wants to live and who wants to die" (336). 

The concept that nature is hostile leads to a postmodem "mediating across 

boundaries . . . mptures of time and history, advancing the process of identity 

constmction by negotiating powerful relationships to land, myth, and ritual" (Shohat 

150). A relationship to the land in which the heroes do not dominate k, nor do they 

appease it, places a postmodem aspect on the novel. 
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In Part IV, near the end of the novel, McMurtry's narrator suddenly adds the 

Comanche voices of Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf, along wkh two opportunistic, 

doomed traders. Buffalo Hump had been given a prophecy as a young man, that he 

should flee from a woman with a white mule, that ks coming would mean catastrophe for 

the Comanche people. He needs weapons, however, to stem the flood of Texans pouring 

into the area: "He wanted guns, though, not for himself but for his braves. There were 

more Texans than ever, moving west on the creeks and rivers, cutting trees and making 

little farms. They were easy to kill, the Texans, but there were many of them, and most 

of his warriors had only bows and arrows. All the Texans had guns" (446). The 

beginning of the end is rekerated: "The Texas settlements were creeping westward, up 

the Brazos and the Trinky" (454). When he is offered a "gypsy glass" by the trader, he 

sees k as ominous. In his experience, all prophecy has been negative: "The whkes were 

always coming, up the rivers and creeks, always north and west, toward the 

Comancheria" (460). That often-suppressed narrative voice lends weight also to a 

postmodem argument. 

Lady Lucinda Carey, the Viscount Mountstuart, Emerald, Mrs. Chubb, Gus, Call, 

Wesley Buttons, Long Bill Coleman, and the boa constrictor, Elphinstone, survive the 

trek down the Rio Grande near the end of the novel, thanks to Buffalo Hump's old 

prophecy. Lady Carey's leprosy, and her idea that the way to behave in the wilderness is 

to "be wild, like the wild men" (444). Lady Carey wkh her disease is but one example of 

the dozens of fractured lives, fragmented characters, and incomplete bodies represented 

in the novel. Parts of her body are dying, literally rotting away; her use of her incomplete 
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body as a strategem, a wild gamble, pays off, metaphorically suggesting that the 

fragments themselves can be utilkarian. In Lonesome Dove, Gus asks the doctor to keep 

his severed leg, wkh the idea that he might make of k a walking stick (756). Textually, a 

"cut" serves to define, and that fragmentation is indeed useful. 

Physical dismemberment is a perfectly natural metaphor for a Texas frontier 

narrative, as severe injury to any limb normally resulted in amputation only if the 

westemer was fortunate. The hapless captive of the Comanches could count himself 

lucky if he escaped wkh only a missing, non-essential body part. McMurtry says on the 

third page of the novel that the green Ranger troop is worried: "[they] were troubled by 

visions of torture and dismemberment" {DMW\5). The first missing body part appears 

on the last page of Chapter One, as character Big Foot Wallace explains the mute Indian 

boy: "Nope—no tongue . . . Somebody cut k out" (27). The boy is accompanied by a 

blind woman, who will shortly receive a notch in her nose from Buffalo Hump (83). A 

plethora in the novel of missing tongues, eyes, and ears suggests an underlying "speak, 

see, and hear no evil" theme, pointing to an argument with accepted history. The fact 

that the missing tongue belongs to a young Indian boy acts as a postmodern metaphor for 

the voiceless, silenced Native Americans whose homeland is about to be stolen from 

them. 

The men are also incomplete: Johnny Carthage is missing an eye, suffers a 

wound to his leg and becomes "gimpy" (88). Rip Green, the smallest Ranger, lacks a 

thumb on his right hand, having "shot it off himself while cleaning a pistol he had 

neglected to unload" (39). Ranger Blackie Slidell received his name from his right ear, 
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which was "coal black"; later, he will lose two toes to the cold (21, 333). Any Ranger 

unfortunate enough to encounter the Comanches quickly loses his scalp, his genkals, and 

his life. Rip Green does not survive the Jomada del Muerto, the forced march across the 

badlands, nor does Johnny Carthage. In fact, of the two hundred men leaving Austin, 

only four live. 

One of the Comanche victims that the troop locates can be identified by a 

partially-missing ear. He had lost the bottom half as a boy (108). Some of the damage, 

however, describes the "Others": Buffalo Hump himself had a "great hump of muscle or 

gristle between his shoulders, a hump so heavy that the man's head bent slightly forward 

as he sat, like a buffalo's" (45). Trader Sam Douglas, one of Buffalo Hump's victims, 

had a harelip and a clubfoot (454). Others lacking wholeness are life's victims; the 

residents of San Lazaro are lepers, cloaked and hidden from the world, missing their very 

flesh (402). 

At the time McMurtry wrote Dead Man's Walk, he had already written of Gus' 

death following an amputated leg in Lonesome Dove and of the amputation of Call's arm 

and leg in Streets of Laredo. Nowhere is the physical fragmentation more apparent, 

however, than in Dead Man's Walk. The number of missing and mutilated body parts in 

the novel is consistent wkh a postmodem motif of the fragmented narrative. The 

incomplete characters who people McMurtry's fictive account of Gus and Call's early 

adventures are in fact a postmodem metaphor for the fragmented text. The author's 

reliance on a metaphor of dismemberment also suggests a dis-unified approach to the 
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narrative, an addkional element of postmodemity. The fact that McMurtry's two heroes 

are themselves dismembered demonstrates a dismantled myth. 

One of McMurtry's most apparent motifs is his insistence that a native skill and 

near-clairvoyance were required to survive in the wilderness that was Texas during the 

nineteenth century. The exact setting of the novel is vague, but the expedkions toward 

Santa Fe and a reference to the Republic of Texas place k in the early 1840's (112). 

After watching the inept leaders. Call asks himself "If these men had such good 

schooling, why didn't they plan better?" (235). Gus also doubts their book learned skills: 

"Like Call, he had begun to doubt the competence of the milkary leadership" (183). 

McMurtry's narrator tells the reader that "Chevallie was an old name, much respected in 

the Tidewater, but k meant nothing west of the Pecos. Abilky was all that counted in the 

West, in such a country, among such men—out West the ability to waltz gracefully did 

not help a man keep his scalp" (53). To survive, k is suggested, one must develop a sixth 

sense about danger, and both Call and Gus learn that skill: "Call fek the air change" 

(174) and moments later, "The air had changed back again—they were in the air of 

safety, not the air where a quick death was" (175). The awareness of danger becomes 

more pronounced as they become more experienced: "Call watched closely, wondering 

why the air itself seemed to change when a wild Indian came around. He decided no one 

but the Indians knew the mles that determined actions—if there were mles (185). Gus 

develops an awareness of Buffalo Hump's very presence: "I can feel him I get hot 

under the ribs when he's around" (217). Three of the four Rangers "feel" the danger 

when the Comanches are near: "Call, Gus, and Long Bill began to feel uneasy" (451) 
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and Gus claims, "I feel him" (452). That the ability is somewhat instinctual is proved by 

the idea that "The horses smelled the Indians first" (464). The skill is not limked to men 

and animals, as Lady Carey answers Call: "Yes, k's wild . . .k's Hke a smell. I smelled k 

in Africa and now I smell k here" (443). As the Comanches ride nearer, she says, "I 

believe I smell them. Only they're so wild I can't see them" (466). The idea that 

knowing is more valuable than knowledge in the West is fijrther home out by the 

narrator's reflection: "Texas was the sort of place where people could simply name 

themselves something and then start being whatever they happened to name. Then they 

could start acquiring the skills of their new profession—or not acquiring them, as the case 

might be" (60). 

That neither Call nor Gus develops teleologically is apparent in the novel. From 

the very beginning, Gus is described as a young wiseling who likes whores and is easily 

distracted by them. Call is devoted to duty. The Sisyphean characteristics displayed by 

the young Rangers in Dead Man's Walk are identical to those described in Lonesome 

Dove. Neither man has experienced any transcendent or apocalyptic manifestations. The 

threat of death is ever present; as young men, they are concemed to the same extent that 

they are as older men. When considering their possible deaths, Gus remarks to Call: 

"People get to thinking of heaven, when people die" {DMW 110); k is clear he does not 

favor the practice. Call mentions what he sees as an odd practice: "I wonder why people 

want to say scriptures when they've buried somebody . .. They're dead—they can't hear 

no holy talk" (109). The existential attitude is reflected in Lonesome Dove, by Gus' 

perception that the "party" (765) is over, when he dies. 
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Flynn believes that McMurtry's work has "an absence of religion, or at least the 

religious fervor that seems to have been a characteristic of the state from the beginning" 

{TS 300). Flynn quotes Colonel Travis as having said once that "God is on our side" 

(300). McMurtry's heroes do not mention religion in the novels; the closest is Gus' 

repeated expression in Lonesome Dove, '"I God" {LD 9, 11, 22, 36, 50) which certainly 

could be examined more closely as to ks covert implications, h could, for example, be 

considered a diminutive of "I am God," illustrating a super-individualism that often 

identifies the Western hero, which could be constmed as postmodem if one perceives k 

as ambiguous (i.e., anyone is God). McMurtry and Emestine Sewell believe Texas has 

its own god, the cowboy: Sewell argues that the American dream offers an "Eden 

awaking the stalwart . . . but the power of Lonesome Dove lies in the awesomeness of the 

myth of the cowboy . . . In the myth, the Cowboy is the God" {TS 322). McMurtry 

describes his own ancestors, "For all McMurtrys and perhaps all cowboys are essentially 

pantheists: to them the Almighty is the name of drought, the Good Lord the name of rain 

and grass. Nature is the only deky they really recognize and nature's order the only order 

they hold tmly sacred" (7Â G 169). Sewell sees each of the LD characters as a "seeker 

after something" {TS 319). It is clear that McMurtry is not impressed, nor are his 

characters, by promises of an afterlife, in any of the four novels. 

The quest, long a staple of Ikerature, becomes postmodem when that quest is 

pointless, and the three treks in Dead Man's Walk are largely wkhout purpose. The last, 

and most convincing, takes the remnants of the troop from San Lazaro to Galveston, and 

the purpose is to escort Lady Carey across the westem wildemess of Texas, back to 
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"civilization." The two young men join the Rangers originally for the adventure. 

Motives of adventure and quest are not only plural, but diaphanous and obscure. 

Adventurers, Hassan argues, "walk on the margins of life, counting to live on the thinnest 

edge" {SAR 51). Hassan compares their intukive stmggle to Joseph Conrad's 

"destmctive element," claiming that within thek exertions they find a larger life. 

McMurtry's text bears that out. Each of the characters questions their motivation, 

however, when in danger. Call considers that "Rangering was supposed to be an 

adventure, but this was not just adventure. This was stmggle and death, both violent. 

Hearing about k and seeing k happen were different things" {DMW 14). The quest was 

once considered a search for ultimate knowledge. Such concepts as Hassan's are much 

of the basis of postmodern thought, providing room for theorists such as Hutcheon to 

concern themselves wkh textual instabilky. However, Hassan wonders: "What happens 

when the instabilky becomes almost a norm, as k has become in the febrile, experimental 

clime of the last hundred years?" (HassanyS'.̂ 7? 20). The instabilky of a text is becoming 

more common, as the worid adjusts kself to hypertext, and what will happen next remains 

to be seen. For example, McMurtry's tale, wkh ks variations and mptures, becomes 

unstable and therefore unreliable. Likely a new label will be applied to Ikerature, 

displacing the old, in the etemal cycles of Hterary conquest. 

If adventure as quest is a way of representing reality, a reality that prefigures 

death, why describe any sort of story as postmodem? Walter Benjamin argues that great 

authors differ least from anonymous storytellers when they narrate experience, offering 

tme wisdom, and eventually devaluing etemity. Benjamin believes: 
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The idea of eternky has ever had its strongest source in death. If this idea 
declines, so we reason, the face of death must have changed, ft tums out 
that this change is identical wkh one that has diminished the 
communicabilky of experience to the same extent as the art of storytelling 
has declined. (93) 

Call and Gus worry about their behavior in the face of death, their courage. For them, the 

call of adventure is strong, and they credit their survival often wkh luck: "To walk right 

up on Buffalo Hump and live to tell about k was luck not many men could claim. Even 

to have seen the humpbacked chief was more than many experienced men could claim" 

{DMW 58). Call and Gus draw their courage from each other, often: "Gus looked at 

Call, a man his own age. Call should be shaking, just as he was, but he wasn't shaking. 

He was looking at the Comanches steadily" (80). Later, Gus thinks that he "was not 

going to let Woodrow Call slight his courage" (172). As Call glances at his friend, he 

notes that "his friend seemed perfectly firm—something had happened to toughen his 

attitude" (175). Benjamin tells us that "courage is the 'spiritual principle' which emerges 

out of life binding together humanky and death. Instead of courage being the response of 

humanky to the danger of death, k emerges . . as the feeling of life" (Caygill 39). The 

reasons of the young Rangers, their distinctive approaches to danger, are vastly different. 

Call is described as "a fighter" {DMW3%%), while Gus' motivation seems to be more 

accurately a curiosky, a desire to see and experience risk. McMurtry establishes his two 

heroes as travelers, those who seek strangeness, who have a recurring desire to defeat, or 

conciliate the enemy, death, and who wish to do it together, as "pards." The story 

becomes postmodem in the motivations of the two characters, neither of whom meet 

formulaic expectations of western heroes. Although both are honorable, honest, tough. 
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resourceftil, and larger than life, they are flawed in such a manner as to suggest anti-

heroism, subject to anger and vanity, pride and sloth. 

One more novel in the series remains to be written at the end of Dead Man's 

Walk, and McMurtry sets up his DMW sequel, Comanche Moon, on page fifty-seven of 

DMW, when one of the characters says: "Full moon . . . ft's what they call the Comanche 

moon. They like to raid into Mexico, down this old war trail, when the moon is full. 

They like that old Comanche moon." In a 1950 monograph. The Great Comanche War 

Trail, J. Evetts Haley discusses the Comanche practice of slave-raiding: "September was 

the time. So regular were the raids that the Indians called the period the Mexican Moon, 

and the Mexicans knew it as the Comanche Moon" (1). Later he says: 

By 1831 k is known that the raids were serious enough to be taken up in a 
treaty between the Unked States and Mexico. But savage nature designs 
while diplomats dicker across the tables, and by 1840 the incursions 
reached farther than ever into Mexico. In the late forties and early fifties 
they seemed to be at their worst. (4) 

Haley cites Dr. R. N. Richardson's 77?̂  Comanche Barrier to South Plains Settlement, 

published in 1933, as a partial source. 

The body of McMurtry's text, DMW, is divided into four parts, unnamed, unlike 

in Streets of Laredo. There, the narrator covers the thoughts and actions of a 

considerable crowd, giving voice to Mexicans and women, as well as criminals. In 

DMW, the narrator stays wkh the troop until the closing moments of the novel, when the 

reader is privy to the motivations of Comanches Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf, as 

well as traders Joe Nibbs and Sam Douglas. The faint, but lately heard voices of the 

oppressed are not the novel's strongest argument for postmodemism, but they do set up 
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the next, and final novel in the series, wherein the Comanche voice is a far stronger 

textual presence. A decade passed between the publication of Lonesome Dove and Dead 

Man's Walk, and the attitudes of the Rangers toward their enemies is markedly more 

respectful in the more recent novels, suggesting a fragmenting of attitude, because 

Lonesome Dove is set later. In Lonesome Dove, the reader sees little appreciation of 

Indian skill; the suggestion instead is that the Indian is perhaps too sly for easy capture. 

Another element of prefiguring that marks Dead Man's Walk is that McMurtry 

introduces the concept of the "mined" woman wkh the abduction of the young Mexican 

girl, Rosa, by Buffalo Hump. Rosa "knew she could not go home. She had been with the 

Comanche; the people of her village would consider her disgraced, if she went home" 

(461). Ironically, Rosa is the mother of Blue Duck, a character who figures prominently 

in both Lonesome Dove and its immediate predecessor, Comanche Moon. She is a 

doomed character, like many of the women in McMurty's novels. 

In DMW, Call leams to "hate" Mexicans, after being placed in leg irons, and later 

administered one hundred lashes wkh a triple-metal-tipped whip: "Call fek black hatred 

for the Mexicans" (416). And so does Gus: "It was a terrible hour, during which he 

vowed over and over again to kill every Mexican soldier he could, to avenge his friend" 

(311). In Lonesome Dove, nekher man hates. Call simply does not "tmst" Mexicans (4). 

The border dissension is treated parodically in Lonesome Dove, far less so in the 

subsequent texts. McMurtry was roundly criticized for his treatment of the thievery of 

his heroes in Lonesome Dove. For example, Texas critic/writer Robert Flynn calls the 

men in the novel "overgrown and overage boys, bmtish and playful with a code that 
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countenances righteous arrogance and racial bigotry" {TS 299). Robert M. Adams 

accuses McMurtry's heroes of "breaking and making the law" {TS 306). For those 

reasons, perhaps, McMurtry tried to reiterate in ftiture novels, prequels, how unstable the 

concept of a border was: "The Rio Grande made a handy border, but nekher Major 

Chevallie nor anyone else considered k to be particulariy official" {DMW 39). 

McMurtry presents his heroes as pragmatic about the rangering life: "The 

business wkh the Comanches had been long and ugly—it had occupied Call most of his 

aduk life—but k was really over" {LD 17). No emotion is involved, although that 

narrator does describe them: "They were people of the horse, not of the town; in that 

they were more like the Comanches than Call would ever have admitted" {LD 70). A 

further fragmentation in the text are battles recalled in Lonesome Dove that are not 

mentioned in the prequels, and characters, such as Black Beaver, a part of their past who 

does not appear in the earlier texts {LD 71). Another mpture is that Gus claimed to have 

been in San Francisco, which the earlier texts do not address. Call recalls himself that he 

got "bk worse by bedbugs down in Sakillo that time" {LD 44). Dead Man's Walk 

appears to have been a logical tale in which to take the characters to Saltillo, but 

McMurtry does not do so. Such fragmentation of text is one of the most obvious 

indicators of postmodern wrking, akhough k also may suggest an oral qualky, or 

carelessness in edking. 

A formulaic tenet of the Westem novel is that the heroes normally manage to 

extricate themselves and others from any difficukies, and in Dead Man's Walk, on two 

occasions, Gus and Call are seen as receiving strength and help from a female: "[Matty] 
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had used all her strength for the boys, Gus and Call—one was hurt, and the other was 

foolish. It would take all her strength, perhaps more than her strength, to get them across 

the desert" (346). Once they arrive in the leper colony of San Lazaro, Lady Carey outfits 

them for the journey back across the land, and Call says of her: "She's going to get us 

out of here. I never supposed we'd be this lucky" (433). And, indeed. Lady Carey does 

offer salvation to the devastated troop. 

The female in the formulaic westem novel is much the same as McMurtry 

describes in relating attitudes about football in Texas: "The female is excluded . . . her 

only function is to applaud the prowess of the male" (TÂG 64). The westem tale is 

exclusionary toward women, the obligatory scene in a Westem movie is the shot of the 

female, from behind, as she waves good-bye to her hero. For the past several decades, 

critics have noted that "the myth of the old west is one in which space and isolation 

become basic themes . . . [k] is especially damaging to writing about ordinary women's 

lives, since community rather than individualism was basic to them" (Lojek 55-6). 

McMurtry's texts, by including a prostitute and a noblewoman, offering them the 

prerogative of saving the male, and further endowing them with self-sufficiency, inverts 

the formula and becomes postmodern at the same time. He places women squarely into 

the middle of the picture, offering them a voice in his postmodem wildemess, as well as 

appeasing the supporters of polkical correctness. 

The admission of a voice in a genre, particulariy a voice previously unheard, is an 

assumption of power. The makers of history who have been in charge of knowledge have 

exercised a power, or as Foucauk tells us: "Knowledge is violence. The act of knowing 

104 



is always an act of violence" (Grenz 133). Violence wears several faces, however, in the 

westem novel. The knowing of the Comanches has a violent effect on the Rangers, but 

the endless hordes of whkes entering the area was a violent usurpation of a cukure. The 

cattle, horse, and land grabbing proclivkies of Texas setders is kself a form of violence 

Foucauk asks for an "effective history" in which historians acknowledge that histories are 

condkioned by a perspective (Grenz 134). McMurtry's doubled discourse creates a 

dilemma for a reader looking for justification of a single perspective. It is not present. 

McMurtry does offer a fictional view of the beginnings of the friendship between 

Woodrow Call and Gus McCrae, juxtaposed against a background of Texas history. That 

mingling of the fictive wkh the factual creates a postmodem perspective. 
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CHAPTER VI 

C(9A^A^C//£M00A^: 

RED RAIDERS OF THE LLANO ESTACADO 

Larry McMurtry's fourth and final novel in the Lonesome Dove series is 

Comanche Moon, published in October, 1997. In k, he fills in the middle years of 

Captains Woodrow Call and Augustus McCrae, taking them from about 1855 to about 

1867. The tale begins in winter, on the South Plains of Texas near Palo Duro Canyon, in 

a blinding sleet storm. A dozen Texas Rangers are under the command of the able 

Captain Inish Scull, a Harvard graduate who rides the largest horse in Texas, nicknamed 

the Buffalo Horse by the Comanches. Impervious to cold, hunger, and thirst. Scull leads 

the group in pursuk of Kicking Wolf, established in Dead Man's Walk as the most 

accomplished horse thief in the area. Kicking Wolf has stolen a horse herd, and Scull 

wants k back. In a new development. Kicking Wolfs theft of Hector, the Buffalo Horse, 

elicits enormous admiration from Scull, and he resigns his command immediately and 

sets out in pursuk of Kicking Wolf and his companion. Three Birds. Before he leaves, he 

promotes Call and Gus to Captains and gives them the responsibilky of taking the troop 

home to Austin. Scull sets out for Mexico afoot, trailing Kicking Wolf, wkh Famous 

Shoes, the Kickapoo tracker seen also in Streets of Laredo. Kicking Wolf and Three 

Birds are headed for the Mexican stronghold of Ahumado, a Mayan slave master whose 

speciaky is torture, impressing even the ingenious Apaches with his creativky. Kicking 

Wolf wants to give or sell him Hector, which he does, at the cost of Three Birds' life, and 

almost his own. Scull later walks into Ahumado's camp in the Sierra Perdida, feasts on 
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Hector who has been cooked, is seized, placed in a suspended cage over a canyon, and 

left to his own devices for several weeks, given only water. He is uhimately released and 

Goyeto, the expert skinner in Ahumado's camp, removes his eyelids. Daily, he is tied to 

a post in the sun and replaced into his cage at night, which has been moved to a central 

location in the camp. A few days after his eye operation, he is tossed, cage and all, into a 

pk of rattlesnakes and scorpions. He suffers a sprained ankle in the fall. 

Meanwhile, Gus and Call decide to lead the "boys" to the Red River and then 

proceed back to Austin. Along the way, they encounter a tiny band of Comanches who 

are torturing a settler, Maudy Clark. They kill the four Indians, rescue Maudy and her 

two small children, retrieving her often as she mns into the wilderness screaming her 

shame. Once the troop arrives in Austin, five Rangers are immediately sent back out to 

seek Scull. The small group includes Long Bill Coleman. While they are roaming 

fhiitlessly in the wilderness, they miss Buffalo Hump's big raid on Austin, in which 

dozens are killed, women raped, and buildings bumed. Among the rape victims is Pearl 

Coleman, wife of Long Bill, a Ranger who witnessed the tragic mination of Maudy 

Clark, but cannot tolerate the idea that seven Indians have "outraged" his wife. The 

Rangers hear of the raid before they locate Scull, and they retum to Austin. Long Bill 

commks suicide before the small troop leaves again to retrieve Scull. 

On the next trip, they first ride into the town of Lonesome Dove, encountering 

Richard King, Texas cattle baron, in the process. Call and Gus leave the troop in 

Lonesome Dove and ride to Ahumado's camp alone, feeling that they may be 

accompanied by Long Bill's ghost. Ahumado, meanwhile, suffers a bke from a Brown 
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Recluse spider and crawls into a cave to die. His slaves flee, leaving Scull alone and 

wkhout food or water in the pk. Ahumado's cousin, Xkla or Manuela, brings Scull water 

and green com before she falls victim to the jaguar in the canyon. Thus, Scull is barely 

alive, when Call and Gus locate him. 

They retum to Austin, Scull goes back east, and the story is intermpted for a few 

years, resuming once the Civil War begins. Govemor Clark asks the rangers to stay on, 

and they agree, disdaining the call to arms by the South. The Comanche problem, well 

on ks way to solution, again flares up, and the Comanches dream of a return to power 

while the Army's attention is diverted. Call and Gus discuss quitting the Rangers 

occasionally. The book's last adventure is a failed attempt to catch the renegade Blue 

Duck, who is off on a quest of his own, to kill his father, Buffalo Hump, who has 

returned to the llano to die. Blue Duck succeeds. The Rangers, Call, Gus, Pea Eye and 

Deets, pursue Blue Duck, but do not capture him. They head back to Austin, afoot, as the 

novel ends. 

Comanche Moon, of all McMurtry's Lonesome Dove series, has the most 

prescience and knowing, making the text postmodem by means of its "mirror" qualkies. 

McMurtry's device of suggesting that the characters can "see" into the future resuhs in a 

nested text concept and makes the narrative postmodern. The novel includes the same 

quest motif seen in the other novels in the series, i.e., the quest for adventure only, further 

marking k as postmodem as the quest kself is what is sought. A juxtaposkion of actual 

history with a fictive tale suggests postmodemism, particularly in view of McMurtry's 

argument with documented history. CMs physical fragmentation theme is less obvious 
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than in other novels, but the text kself is more fragmented and less fluid than the others 

are. No central tmth exists for the characters to realize, and the narrative voice shifts 

among at least a dozen characters, offering a fragmented, postmodem mukicukural voice, 

assumptions of power by other characters. 

McMurtry's mise-en-abyme quality, the nested text, is illustrated by means of 

visions of the fiiture, one that exists when the text is written. The present, the text, 

reflects the past, the story, which in tum reflects the future, the prophecy. Addkionally, 

the reader knows much of the story already, through the text of Lonesome Dove, 

previously published, attesting further to a fragmented text. The first reference to 

prophecy is Buffalo Hump's observation: "He had heard much prophecy, from many 

elders, and little of it had come tme; worse, the only prophecies that had come tme were 

the bad ones" (22). For example, "Long before, when Buffalo Hump was a boy, his own 

grandmother had predicted the end of the Comanche people. She thought k would come 

through sickness and plague; and indeed, sickness and plague had carried off almost half 

the People" (315). She had predicted that "the People would lose their place. The plains 

would be covered with whke people, as numerous as ants" (706). Buffalo Hump could 

"see" the end of the Comanches clearly, understanding that his grandmother was correct. 

The Indian Chief Slow Tree notices a diminution in the numbers of buffalo, and 

predicts that "soon the Comanche would have to find something else to eat. . . The 

People would starve unless they made peace wkh the whkes and learned their 

agriculture" (86). Buffalo Hump has spent a lifetime wkh another prophecy his 

grandmother had delivered: "he could only die if his great hump was pierced" (86). 
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When Buffalo Hump solicits visions, however, from old Worm, he hears another 

ominous one, about horses: "Last night I could not sleep because I heard too many 

horses squealing in my head . .. they were squealing because they were dying . . . the 

white men were killing them all, and the sky was black, but k was not a storm. The sky 

was black because all the buzzards in the worid had come to eat our horses" (316). 

In Comanche Moon, when Buffalo Hump spearheads the Great Raid of 1856, the 

Comanches herd hundreds of horses back to the Palo Duro. The novel makes no further 

reference to Worm's prophecy, but an historical raid on the canyon by Col. Ranald S. 

MacKenzie in the early 1870s resulted in the slaughter of hundreds of horses and the 

eventual surrender of the Comanche people, who were rendered virtually helpless without 

their mounts. The vast space of the Llano Estacado required some form of transportation; 

addkionally, horses were part of the Comanche identky: "In their dreams and in their 

songs, they saw themselves as Comanche warriors always, men of the bow and of the 

horse"(315). 

Even the rangers recognize the power of the horse: "However well or poorly the 

men fought, k would be the qualky of their horseflesh that determined the outcome, if 

there was a long chase" (156). In Lonesome Dove, Call and McCrae are described as 

"people of the horse" (70). McMurtry, in an early essay, described the role of the horse 

for the cowboy, but it applies also to the Comanche: "The master symbol for handling 

the cowboy is the symbol of the horseman . . . Movies fault the myth when they 

dramatize gunfighting, rather than horsemanship as the dominant skill The cowboy 

realized himself on a horse" {ING 150). The Indians in Comanche Moon are the same: 
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"Their horses were their power; wkhout their horses they would not really be 

Comanches anymore" (667). MacKenzie's raid in the Palo Duro resuked in what J. 

Evetts Haley described as "MacKenzie's old boneyard" {CG: C&P 318), a tragic epitaph 

for a place that once held 12,000 Indian horses {CG 283). 

Another "prophecy" comes from Scull, who predicts war between the American 

states: '"It will come wkhin five years,' Inish Scull said confidently . . . 'It'll be brother 

against brother, and father against son, when the war comes, gentlemen'" (79). Scull's 

observation may not fall into a category of clairvoyance, and nekher would those of the 

Indians, who were witnessing the endless parade of settlers into Texas. However, the 

inclusion of those prophecies in the text suggests the mise-en-abyme quality, the 

hindsight that can be applied as foresight. 

One of the supernatural prophecies in the text concems Ahumado and Xkla, his 

first cousin. Xitla has taken the name Manuela to protect her from Ahumado, who hates 

her, but she lives near him in the Sierra Perdida. Ahumado is under a spell of evil: 

When he was a baby, [Xkla's] mother told her, the elders had put a 
poisoned leaf under Ahumado's tongue and sent him out into the world to 
do evil. Though Ahumado did not know k, he and Xkla had been bom on 
the same minute of the same day, and their mothers were sisters—thus 
their destinies were forever linked together. They would die on the same 
moment of the same day too—in killing Xkla, Ahumado would have 
killed himself But Ti-lan, her mother, when she sent Xkla away, wamed 
her that she was never to tell Ahumado her real name, or the 
circumstances of her birth. If Ahumado knew, he would try to challenge 
his destiny by putting Xkla to death in some cmel fashion. He bore the 
legacy of the poisoned leaf and would do much evil as a resuh. (478) 

Not the least interesting aspect of this particular "knowing" is the Mayan ancestry of the 

characters. McMurtry has leapt beyond Southwestem Unked States indigenous peoples 
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and described the South American jungles as their ancestral lands, lending the metaphor 

an intemational and more mukicukural flavor, beyond calling to mind such texts as "The 

Cmehy of the Spaniards in Pern," a poem written by Sir William Davenant in the mid-

1600's. Davenant's early text is thought to be a source for many tales of heinous 

behavior of savages, both native and visking, in the New World (Clare 841). 

McMurtry's narrator further explains about Ahumado: "those who tasted the poison leaf 

died of poison when their time arrived" (501). 

The Rangers themselves are not blessed wkh awareness, much less clairvoyance, 

wkh the exception of Deets, who is described as prescient in both Comanche Moon and 

in Lonesome Dove. "Now and then, though, he saw things in the stars he didn't like, 

things that suggested Mr. Jake might be having some trouble someday" (CM 649). 

Deets, in Lonesome Dove, feels a great reluctance to leave Texas, to go north, to a place 

that is not theirs: "k seemed rash to Deets to just pick up and go north . . . he was going 

but he fek uneasy in his mind" {LD 175). Deets' hearing and smelling are superior in 

Lonesome Dove, and he can sense danger, storms, and drought. Gus describes him as 

"senskive." His awareness of his own death is foreshadowed: "At breakfast sometimes. 

Call would catch him staring into the fire the way old animals stared before they died—as 

if looking across into the other place" {LD 627). 

Feelings and superstkions also fall into a "knowing" category, again postmodem, 

particularly in regard to a plotted tale. For example, when Famous Shoes sees a snowy 

owl fly suddenly out of the earth, he knows the bird presages a death: "Of course the owl 

meant death—thus k had always been. But it was not an ordinary owl, so the death it 
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presaged would not be that of an ordinary man" (695). The superstkion of Call and Gus 

is more mundane and less usefijl: "I feel Billy's haunting us. They say people who hang 

themselves don't ever rest. They don't die wkh thek feet on the ground so their spirits 

float forever" (489), but that observation is reminiscent of the action in Lonesome Dove 

where the ghost of Deets, not dead by hanging, directs Pea Eye in walking through one 

hundred miles of wilderness. Jake Spoon, who is dead by hanging, never appears again 

following his death. Jake's death is at his own hand, if not his own will, because even 

though he is seated on a horse, bound with a noose around his neck, he kicks the animal 

himself and thereby orchestrates his own hanging. He predicts his death earlier: "I 

expect they'll hang me someday. I was told by a fortuneteller such would be my fate" 

{LD 296). 

Gus and Call's "feeling" that Long Bill's ghost has accompanied them, stopping 

at the border, because according to Call, "he never liked Mexico" indicates an existential 

acceptance of death. Their own instinctive sensing of danger is rekerated, addkionally: 

"From years of rangering in dangerous territory, [Call] believed he could sense the 

presence of hostiles before he saw them" (494). Buffalo Hump himself has the same 

psychic gift: 

He fek the prickling in his senses that he always felt when an enemy was 
near, or when there was some threat from the wild. Once the prickling had 
awakened him when a herd of buffalo were stampeding toward the place 
where he rested. He had had to mount quickly and ride for his life. 
Another time the prickling had saved him from a she-bear, angry because 
a hunter had killed her cub; many times k had alerted him to the approach 
of human enemies, some of them Indian and some of them white. (718-9) 
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That a new age may be coming, valuing logocentric knowledge over knowing, is 

presaged by Scull, after he scratches an account of an Homeric battle in Greek on the 

wall of a cliff in Mexico: "It was a victory, of sorts, over the high ak and the dark old 

man. The words had calmed him" (330). 

When Colonel Samuel Souk fails to persuade Scull to retum to the West, Soult 

believes he will be punished by a posting to the West himself 

The Colonel knew that his next posting was not likely to be one that would 
appeal to Mrs. Souk, k being her firm belief that Ohio was the 
westemmost point at which a civilized existence could be sustained. She 
had heard once of a frontiersman who, faced with a howling blizzard, had 
actually tom pages out of one of Mrs. Browning's books in order to start a 
fire; Mrs. Soult herself wrote a little poetry, mostly of a devotional 
nature—the report of the frontiersman and the fire stmck her as evidence 
enough, that, beyond Ohio, there was only barbarism and blizzards. (658) 

Scull, while walking alone into Mexico, had "found k possible to doubt that there was a 

happier man alive" (273), suggesting he enjoys the wildness. A scant few years later, 

missing his eyelids, he describes himself differently, "I'm a man of the library now . . . 

the only stmggle that interests me is the conflict with the sentence, sir—the English 

sentence" (660) and a few moments later, rekerates his conversion: 

See this page of paper? It's blank . . . That, sir, is the most frightening 
battlefield in the world: the blank page. I mean to fill this paper wkh 
decent sentences, sir—this page and hundreds like it. Let me tell you. 
Colonel, k's harder than fighting Lee. Why, k's harder than fighting 
Napoleon. It requires unremitting attention. (661) 

Souh leaves Scull, himself looking "forward to a posting well west of Ohio, where Mrs 

Browning's books were considered little better than kindling" (661). 

McMurtry's heritage is ranching and he explains that "I missed it only by the 

width of a generation, and, as I was growing up, heard the whistle of ks departure. Not 
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long after I entered the pastures of the empty page I realized that the place where all my 

stories start is the heart faced suddenly wkh the loss of its country, its customary and 

legendary range" {ING 140), illustrating that he moums one age while welcoming the 

next. McMurtry, in an interview, recalls: "I grew up in a herding tradkion and that's 

determined everything I've done. I was never good at herding cattle, but writing is a way 

of herding words" (qtd. in Pilkington, RW 155). The change from a knowing to 

a knowledge heralds the dawn of a logocentric age, but McMurtry makes clear in his text 

that book learning is no substitute for survival skills in a place where "the wind that 

whirled across the long spaces sang in their ears, unnerving some of the soldiers who had 

never experienced a full norther on the plains. The howling wind convinced some of the 

young recmits that they were surrounded by wolves or other beasts" (607). 

Before that new age arrives, however, the males in McMurtry's novels intend to 

enjoy adventure, the object of their respective quests. Scull describes the "tragedy of 

man" as "boredom" (59). He wants to "match his skill against an unforgiving country 

and an even more unforgiving foe. That was why he had come west in the first place: 

adventure" (272). According to Hassan, "mortal risk" is "an element of search, an 

internal horizon of reality, rarely experienced as an actual confrontation with death" {SAR 

59). He describes the point of the quest as cognkive, claiming that danger creates a 

condkion of knowledge. Such an idea is home out by the odd behavior of Kicking Wolf, 

who inexplicably takes the Buffalo Horse to Ahumado: "It was a thing he had done for 

no reason and for all reasons" (260). The tracker Famous Shoes understands the 

impmdent action, but knows he cannot discuss it wkh Scull: "It was not wise to talk to 
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white men about certain things, and one of them was power: the power a young warrior 

needed to gain respect for himself (251). Famous Shoes knows that "wkhout risk, there 

was no power" (252), suggesting the quest as interiorized, a postmodem earmark. 

Kicking Horse finds no inner tmth, instead loses his best friend. Three Birds, and learns 

only that he has undertaken a foolish and deadly mission. His gained tmth is that when 

one tempts death, often one dies. Famous Shoes believes that everyone is curious about 

death (586) and thinks the Rangers wanted "to know the answer to questions that had no 

answer" (585), an allusion to a decentered subjectivky, giving the text a postmodern 

qualky. McMurtry uses death to illustrate fragmentation at its most severe. Hassan 

claims that we all "feel death more acutely as mpture, cessation" {IR 16) and Roland 

Barthes himself has argued "To escape from the alienation of present society, there is 

only one way: escape forward' (40). Forward in life is death, the uhimate signifier, and 

well beyond Barthes' description, "as far as the eye can see." Regis Durand claims that 

"one of the characteristics of postmodemism is precisely the suspicion which affects the 

notion of signs" (218). Barthes dreamed of a harmonious layer of signs leading to a 

unified meaning, and postmodem texts allow the reader to examine those signs and 

interpret them himself, creating not a unified meaning but a fragmented one. 

Actual historical characters abound in Comanche Moon and one of them is the 

Comanche chief, Buffalo Hump. Scull describes his fondness for the chief 

I'll take Buffalo Hump over your diplomatic Indians . . Buffalo Hump 
don't parley—don't believe in k. He knows the whke man's promises are 
worth no more than Slow Tree's. They're worth nothing, and he knows it 
He scoms our parieying and peace-piping and the lot. I admire him for it, 
though I'd kill him in a second if I could get him in range. (81) 
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Later, McMurtry's narrator again describes Buffalo Hump: "He had never sat down 

with the white men and never would, but k did not surprise him that Slow Tree and the 

others, worn out by the difficuhy of feeding their bands, would talk wkh the whkes and 

go to the places the whke men wanted to put them" (620). McMurtry's fairly 

sympathetic description of a culture trying to hold on to kself contrasts vividly wkh 

Webb's view, published 65 years ago: "The Texas Indian agents . . . pursued the 

thankless task of dealing wkh a fickle, irresponsible, and primkive people" (138). Webb 

further claims, "The Indians who came to the treaty grounds were Buffalo Hump . . . after 

the accustomed delay, and much deliberation, the treaty was signed on December 10, 

1850 . . . The proper scrawls were made by Buffalo Hump (138-9). Webb concedes the 

"treaty was a fraud" (139) but says also: 

We have no record of what Buffalo Hump [and others] were saying among 
themselves out on the plains. They were doubtless, in their simple way, 
congratulating themselves on having wrangled [sic] out of the white men 
some powder and lead wkh which to hunt the big game that they pestered 
and some fine combs wkh which to capture the smaller forms of life that 
pestered them, on having acquired the quantkies of five-cent calicoes of 
bright colors wkh which to adom themselves and the ten-cent mirrors to 
reflect their adomment. Wkh sardonic mien they doubtless spoke of he 
fact that their promises would lull the whke fools into repose which would 
enable ambkious warriors to raid deep into the settlements in search of 
blood-red scalps and bright bay horses. (Webb 140) 

Historian W. W. Newcomb places Buffalo Hump at a pariey: 

In 1844, some Comanches, wkh representatives from the small tribes, 
were finally gathered together for a council on Tehuacana Creek [Council 
Springs], near present Mexia, in Limestone County . . . The boundary line 
was unacceptable to Buffalo Hump, one of the chiefs, and this clause was 
striken [sic] from the treaty. (351) 
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Newcomb adds later that "Treaties between Texas and its Indians were never taken very 

seriously by any of the signatories" (351). 

McMurtry himself has been much maligned for having questioned Webb's view 

of the Texas Rangers. Webb is described as a "Holy Oldtimer," (McMurtry RW 13) who 

preceded both political correctness and re-visioned history. Buffalo Hump {Pohchanah-

Kwoheep) was a chief of the Panateka Comanches, the "honey eaters," also called 

"Pehnahterkuh," whose representatives met to parley intermittently, in 1840 in San 

Antonio (Fehrenbach, C 322), in 1844 in Mexia, and in 1846 at Comanche Peak 

(Fehrenbach, C 378). Meetings were extremely difficuh to arrange and treaties were 

almost impossible to negotiate because the federal govemment was in charge of Indian 

negotiations, and a Comanche requirement during the 1846 parley, particularly from 

Buffalo Hump, was that the tahbay-boh [whke men] receive permission before crossing 

Comanche lands. This proviso was problematic because the treaty of annexation of 

Texas into the U.S. had included a stipulation that Texas would retain ks "vacant lands." 

In the entire state was not one acre of "public land" (Fehrenbach, C 378), thus the federal 

govemment had no jurisdiction over the Comancheria in Texas, which belonged to the 

state. Each side actually agreed to the non-enforcible mle, however, and U.S. President 

Andrew Jackson signed k (Fehrenbach, C 381). The nineteenth century marked the end 

of millennia of existence for the Comanche people; they faced total oblkeration. 

The fragmentation of cultural systems that takes place within the text of 

Comanche Moon is far more indicative of postmodemism than the shortened lives and 

physical body parts that go missing, akhough those are apparent. Scull's missing eyelids 
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suggest the character as a person who "sees" in spite of himself, and indeed, he is one of 

the few McMurtry characters who appears to be completely aware of the proclivkies of a 

coming age. If his wound were merely a sign of kself, signifying nothing other than his 

suffering, his disfigurement would be an isolated metaphor only. Crkic Marcel Henaff 

describes the westem "body": "Eye wkhout an eyelid, exhausted wkh seeing and with 

being seen" (qtd. in Nancy 23), but the representation is too obvious to miss, in view of 

other atrocities. 

The text is not filled wkh disabled characters, as are other novels in the series. 

Call recollects "men who had lost limbs in battle" (411), but the reader, for a change, sees 

only a few of them. A senator is recalled but not seen, "who had even lost a hand while 

sleeping in the middle of the street on a foggy moming. A wagon had come along the 

street and a rear wheel passed over the senator's wrist, cutting off his hand as neatly as a 

butcher or surgeon would have" (591). References to fragmentation are present, as usual 

in a McMurtry westem: "The thought of Comanches called into their minds scenes of 

torture and dismemberment" (614) and suggest the motif continues. Ahumado instmcts 

his slaves to "chop off [Scull's] feet with their machetes" should he attempt to escape. 

"A lack of feet would quickly put an end to his travels" (337). Scull does not suffer the 

loss of his feet, however, only his eyelids. The Comanche Last Horse has accidentally 

fired his gun toward his foot, and when Blue Duck kills him, he denigrates the character, 

dismissing him as a "man so foolish he had shot off his own toe" (684). . . It is possible 

that the unkindest cuts of all are the ones we inflict on ourselves; self-inflicted wounds 

serve to illustrate McMurtry's technique of a metaphor wkhin a metaphor, wherein the 
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evanescence of life allegorizes a fragmented psyche and personal alienation wkhin the 

group. 

In no other McMurtry novel does the Native American voice become so 

dominant, and in no other novel does the voice of the "mined" woman whisper so 

pervasively as in Comanche Moon. Other McMurtry novels legitimize the "other," but 

none does k to the same extent as Comanche Moon. McMurtry's narration of his Indian 

characters illustrates an attempt to make the Comanche intelligible to a non-Indian 

audience, an effort that may be doomed to failure based on McMurtry's lack of cuhural 

understanding as a non-member of the group for which he speaks. His characters admire 

the Comanche skill and moum the passing of the Indian: "I mean to kill them to the last 

man, if I can—but once k's done I'll miss 'em" (79). Addkionally, McMurtry attempts 

to speak for women, a population wkh whom he may have a greater familiarity. He is a 

member of the race of historians, not a representative of the "other." McMurtry 

successfully dissolves reality, however, and his novel is directed toward what Hassan 

calls a "region of articulate silence" {ROC 106), suggesting a postmodem attempt to 

include the silenced voices. 

The lack of a central tmth alone would lend Comanche Moon a postmodem label, 

but the textual cuts that take place within the novel underscore its postmodem attitudes. 

A postmodem text such as McMurtry's Comanche Moon, in the words of Fredric 

Jameson, "resurrects the dead of the anonymous and silenced generations, the 

retrospective dimension indispensable to any vkal reorientation of our collective future" 
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{PM 18). The re-historicizing act offers a voice to women of the time who suffered 

indignkies from both Indians and whkes. Texas historian T. R. Fehrenbach notes that 

The position of the returned female captive, however, was always 
anomalous on the nineteenth-century American frontier. The frontier's 
puritanical views and rigid racial and sexual shibboleths made k 
impossible for such unfortunate women to be accepted gracefully back 
into their communkies. They were objects of sincere pky, but they were 
also considered dirty and disgraced, for they had been the playthings of 
creatures the Americans regarded as animals. They were embarrassments 
to their families. Some husbands would not receive them or live again 
with them. Ironically most retumed women suffered more real shame and 
humiliation among their own people than among the Comanches. (C 289) 

Crkic Paul Delaney looked at Mark Twain's 1884 unpublished sequel to 

Huckleberry Finn, "Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer among the Indians," speculating that 

Twain encountered Hterary difficukies after he permitted the abduction of a beautiful 

young damsel from a covered wagon traveling west. Huck and Tom envision "howling 

adventures" among the "noblest human beings that's ever been in this world" (Delaney 

219) and join the Mills family, traveling with several Indians: "After several days in 

apparent friendship, the Indians divide the family, scalp and mutilate the three sons, 

slaughter Mr. and Mrs. Mills in front of their daughters, [and] spare Peggy's life in order 

to sexually ravish her" (Delaney 220). Peggy's betrothed. Brace, has given her a dirk. 

Huck, failing to understand the import of the knife, asks Brace if he actually hoped that 

Peggy was dead. "Brace explains how much preferable it is to find Peggy dead than 

raped and tortured" (220). Twain, Delaney argues, abandons the tale not because of 

Peggy's humiliation, but because of Huck's loss of innocence. Peggy's ravisher is Blue 

Fox, no relation to Blue Duck. 
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McMurtry re-addresses those victims, both dead and devalued, in Comanche 

Moon. 

The captive was a white-skinned woman with blue eyes; she had not been 
bom a Comanche. They could nekher shoot her nor leave her. 
[Goodnight] knew, as did Call and McCrae, that only sorrow awaited her 
in the settlements of the whkes. It was a hard thing. The white families, 
of course, thought they wanted their captive loved ones back—they 
thought k right up to the moment when rangers or soldiers did actually 
retum some poor, ragged, dirty, wild captive to them, a person who, likely 
as not, had not been washed, except by the rains, since the moment they 
had been stolen. If the captivity lasted more than a month or two, the 
person the families got back was never the person they had lost. The 
change was too violent, the gap opened between the new life and the old 
too wide to be closed. (629) 

McMurtry's narrator laments that "all of them had seen what happened when captive 

whke women were retumed to whke society. Grief was what happened" (627). The 

actual historical captive retumed to her family in the text was Cynthia Ann Parker, 

mother of famous Comanche Chief Quanah Parker, and wife of Peta Nocona. She had 

been a Comanche captive for twenty-five years, had acclimated, and was called Naduah, 

according to McMurtry's text (624). Her baby daughter was left behind wkh the 

Comanches. Cynthia Ann died, heartbroken, a few years after her "rescue" 

At least a dozen references in the novel address the "mined" wife. Maudy Clark, 

for example, is snatched from her cabin by Comanches. Her oldest and youngest children 

are killed, leaving two others. She attempts valiantly and successfully to save them, is 

herself 'saved" by Call and McCrae and taken back to Austin. Maudy's husband, 

"William had firmly instmcted Maudy to kill herself rather than submk to savage 

outrage" (161). She has no opportunky to obey, and following her abduction and rape, is 
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retumed to Austin. Peari Coleman, worried about similar dangers, notices Maudy's 

dilemma: 

[Peari] knew what happened to women the Comanches took, though. 
Only yesterday she had seen poor Maudy Clark, sitting on a chair behind 
the church, looking blank. The preacher was letting her sleep in a little 
room in the church until they located a sister in Georgia who might take 
her in. Her husband, William, had come one day in a wagon, taken the 
children and left wkhout speaking a word to Maudy. He had simply 
ridden away as if his wife had ceased to exist: and his attitude was what 
most men's would be. Once fouled by a Comanche or a Kiowa or any 
Indian, a woman might as well be dead, for she would be considered so by 
respectable society. (266) 

William Clark, along wkh many other men on the frontier, "made it clear to their wives 

that they would not be accepted back, if they were taken and allowed themselves to 

survive . . . A woman who had lain with a Comanche, or any Indian, could not again hope 

to be a respectable wife" (162). 

Long Bill observes to Call: "Some men won't have their wives back, once 

they've been wkh the Comanches" (173). After the big raid, when Pearl is raped, she 

frets to Maggie: "My Bill, he won't want me now . . . if he gets back alive he'll be 

ashamed of me and put me ouf (267). Simultaneously, Bill worries, "What if the 

Comanches had caught Peari and left her in the same state?" (307). Once he discovers 

they have indeed done just that, "The overwhelming relief he fek when he saw that Peari 

was alive had subsided, drained away by the new problem of adjusting to what had 

happened to her" (349). The narrator mentions that "Long Bill's wife had been shamed 

by the red Comanches" (350) and again, "[Bill's] wife had been shamed by seven 

Comanche warriors" (353). Peari is not the only victim: "Several women had had their 

marriages destroyed by the rapes they had endured" (367) Blue Duck, a sexless villain 
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in Lonesome Dove, in Comanche Moon is an active rapist who "wanted the whites to 

know that once he had one of their women, the woman was lost" (546). 

Providing an ironic counterpart to the mined woman is Inez Scull, sluttish wife of 

Inish, who seduces young men openly in Austin and is never refused entry into 

respectable homes. Inez is weakhy, whereas the abducted women are not. A traditional 

treatment for the Hterary captive is to have escaped rape, miraculously. A less desirable 

altemative is to kill the character. McMurtry has the "captivky narrative" motif in 

Lonesome Dove wkh Lorena Wood, but she is a prostitute and apparently cannot be 

sullied further than she already is. Lorena's redemption begins wkh her abduction, a 

definke inversion of formulaic expectation. A cultural narrative such as Comanche Moon 

normally invkes the cliche; Maudy and Inez prevent the novel from falling prey to that 

danger. 

A relation to oral narrative exists in Comanche Moon. Buffalo Hump is fond of 

"stories," and his unattractive wife. Hair On The Lip, is a Scheherazade who keeps her 

husband's interest, "because she had the gift of stories" and "those younger women didn't 

know how much he liked the stories" (88). Buffalo Hump's last thought before he dies is 

"that there were old stories—old, old stories, about a great turtle that had let the People 

ride on ks back as he brought them from their home in the earth to the place of light" 

(722). Scull tells the Rangers a story of Hannibal, then reads a Greek story from 

Xenophon (133). Scull himself has heard the stories of historian William Hickling 

Prescott, back in Boston, telling the elderly man: "Your narrative stirs great chords in a 

man" (284). Even Ahumado's people have heard stories of the Serpent, the Parrot, and 
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the Jaguar. Novelist Leslie Silko argues that oral stories serve to link generations, to 

bind people one to another, tribally (Silko 1159). Oddly, small bks of history, fragments, 

serve a parallel purpose, to ligate a culture. 

Chronological fragmentation occurs in Comanche Moon as McMurtry telescopes 

time, as is his habk. For example, Buffalo Hump has a son with the captive Rosa that he 

took in a raid to Mexico years previously. Blue Duck, the product of the union of 

Buffalo Hump and Rosa, has reached an age where he is a competent, if unpopular 

warrior: "from the age of 10, Blue Duck had been allowed to ride with him on raids" 

(23). The narrator mentions that Call had last seen Buffalo Hump "twelve years earlier, 

during an encounter in the Trans-Pecos" (77). Buffalo Hump captured Rosa on that raid, 

which would place Blue Duck's age at no more than eleven years, three months. The 

time is approximately 1855, determined by reference to Texas Govemor E. M. Pease 

(13), whose first term was 1853-1857; the "Big Raid of 1856" takes place later in the 

text, placing the setting just prior to that. The time period for the earlier novel. Dead 

Man's Walk, is about 1841 or 1842, perhaps as much as two years later. According to 

Comanche Moon, "for ten years, at guard posts all over the Texas frontier, [Call] had 

listened to Augustus talk about Clara Forsythe" (63). Gus explains to Madame Scull that 

he and "Woodrow have been Texas Rangers a good ten years already" (215). When Gus 

encounters Charles Goodnight in the vastness, he asks Goodnight to take sixty dollars to 

Matty Roberts, the prostitute who accompanied them on their first Ranger expedkion. 

Goodnight inquires, "How long have you owed this debt?" and Gus replies, "About 

fifteen years" (565). Gus and Call met Matty on the first Ranger trip, and they did join 
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the Texas Rangers as soon as they met. The difference between ten, twelve, or fifteen 

years perhaps is insignificant, but postmodem in ks application to the tale because of its 

indeterminacy and ks fragmented time. The variances could be attributed to careless 

edking, but because they occur within the span of one novel, the discrepancy suggests 

that McMurtry wished the story to overshadow the timing, that he purposely telescoped 

the years. 

The most remarkable mptures in Comanche Moon, of course, are the textual 

discrepancies both wkhin the novel and between the novel and ks published 

predecessors. Within the novel, for example. Call and Gus speculate on Peari's charms, 

wkh Call guessing that she must be a good cook, for Long Bill to have become so 

enamored. Gus denies the assessment: "I've et Peari's cooking and k was only fair" 

(320). Maggie wants Newt to live, at least part-time, with Pearl after her death, 

reasoning: "Pearl was such a good cook; k would be a shame for Newt to miss out on her 

tasty meals" (698). A variance between the Comanche Moon text and Lonesome Dove 

concems the conversation between Pea Eye and Deets. In Comanche Moon, Deets is 

described as silent: "Though he always listened intently to the general conversation, he 

rarely contributed a remark, especially not if one of the captains was around. Alone with 

Pea Eye, though, Deets had plenty to say" (677). In Lonesome Dove, the situation is 

described slightly differently: "Though the two of them had soldiered together for most 

of their lives, they had never really had a conversation" (684). In Dead Man's Walk, Gus 

meets Clara on the same day that Woodrow meets Maggie Tikon (114, 120). However, 

in Comanche Moon, the reader is told that "Call had known Maggie longer than [Gus] 
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himself had known Clara Allen" (589). The text of Comanche Moon makes clear that 

Call's relationship to Maggie is well known in Austin, where they both live: "In the 

years that Maggie had been seeing Woodrow Call it had become known to the rangers 

that she and Woodrow had an attachment... the other rangers who knew Woodrow well 

had gradually begun to leave Maggie alone" (124). The text of Lonesome Dove, 

however, alludes to a secrecy about Call and Maggie. It includes Jake's claim about Call: 

"He tried to sneak around, but me and Gus found out about it. We both tried to spark 

[Maggie] once in awhile, so we both knew. I guess he thought he got away with it" 

(296). In that novel, the characters involved already live in Lonesome Dove. In 

Comanche Moon, Jake Spoon leaves Austin before the Hat Creek outfit is formed, and he 

never becomes a part of k, as he is said to have been in the earlier novel. Furthermore, 

there is no evidence that Gus ever visked Maggie as a customer, in subsequent novels, 

although in Lonesome Dove, he admits to having been a customer, as well as a friend {LD 

325). 

Further discrepancies concern Newt. As a small child, he learns to rope: "He was 

so proficient with the lariat now that the milk-pen calf and even some of the chickens had 

taken to stopping submissively when he approached wkh the rope in his hands" {CM 

699). After having spent a decade among animals that likely needed roping, Newt is 

taught by Dish Boggett in Lonesome Dove. "Dish [was] teaching the boy a thing or two 

about the craft of roping. That was good since nobody around the Hat Creek outfit could 

rope well enough to teach him anything" (130). Additionally, in CM, Newt, when his 

mother dies, packs his belongings and leaves his mother's apartment to live in the Ranger 
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bunkhouse, apparently of an age to recognize and assert his independence, if barely. In 

Lonesome Dove, he is said to have been four when his mother died, after a year of acute 

alcoholism. Call did not see the boy, nor did he see Maggie during the last year: "He 

never went to see Maggie again, though once in a while he might see her on the street. 

She had had the boy, lived four years, and died" {LD 341). According to Gus, she had 

stayed dmnk most of her last year" {LD 341). Newt, in the first novel, is taken in by a 

Mexican family (349) before he joins the Hat Creek crew, at Gus's instigation. Small 

mptures between the text of Lonesome Dove and Comanche Moon can be described as 

"fragmentation," defined by Lyotard: 

If the mles of logical and narrative connectivity do not apply, then all 
connections are arbitrary, or at least unstable . .. Unstable connections are 
manifested either in the form of discontinuky or in redundancy . . . 
Discontinuky and redundancy have in common that they both challenge 
the standard concept of connectivky, . . . both open up ways for rewriting 
and intertextualky in a seemingly disordered and eclectic manner. (Qtd. in 
Fokkema,/M 39) 

The action described in Lonesome Dove actually takes place during the period of 

Comanche Moon. Jameson argues that postmodem texts display a predisposition to the 

"pastiche" (Carroll 99), and Hassan himself uses fragmentation as a criterion for 

postmodernism: 

Indeterminacy attends fragmentation. Postmodernists only disconnect; 
fragments are all they pretend to tmst. The worst insult, objurgation, is the 
worid totalization, by which they mean any synthesis whatever—social, 
epistemic, poetic. Hence the penchant for montage, collage, found 
objects, for paradox, paralology, parabasis, parataxis. {ROC 131-2) 
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The concept of a fragmented narrative serves itself as a metaphor for the montage of 

voices that need to be heard to formulate a history, for the choms of characters that 

comprise a novel, and for the disjointed scenes that constmct a life. 

Although Comanche Moon can be considered a Westem, k is not a formula or 

genre novel. No confrontation between good and evil exists; even McMurtry's villains 

receive a hearing. For example. Tana, the Comanche who ravishes Maudy Clark, is 

himself a victim. His father was killed in an act of whke betrayal more cold-blooded 

than Tana's vengeance (165). Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf are three-dimensional 

characters, fighting to preserve the only way of life they have ever known. The conflict 

between one civilization and another is not a simple one. Paul Starr's idea that violence 

is "institutional and ingrained in the processes of conquest and empire" (64) is illustrated. 

McMurtry does not apologize for his heroes, but nekher does he portray them heroically. 

Comanche Moon is a postmodem tale by virtue of ks re-visioning of actual 

history, as well as ks splintered texts, cultures, and characters. Its qualkies of nested 

texts mark k as postmodem; ks polyphonous voices, and its lack of central tmth further 

place k into a category of postmodemism. 
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CHAPTER VII 

LARRY McMURTRY' S LONESOME DOVE TETRALOGY: 

TRANSCENDING THE LEGEND OF ORPHEUS 

Of Larry McMurtry's four novels in the Lonesome Dove series. Lonesome Dove, 

the first, was the most critically acclaimed. The other three novels in the series. Streets of 

Laredo, Dead Man's Walk, and Comanche Moon were less successful, both 

commercially and critically. Both the characters and the tales of the two Texas Rangers 

have become part of the American consciousness, particularly tme for those Americans 

who are fond of "westems." McMurtry has subverted the westem "myth," however, in 

that he uses certain characteristics of that myth to undermine it, an epistemic caesura to 

mark the end of one age and the beginning of another. McMurtry's treatment of the myth 

resuhs in a dismemberment of that myth, a fragmentation and re-assembling that 

resembles the legend of the Greek demi-god Orpheus. The resuhing saga of the two 

Rangers becomes postmodem, in all four of the novels. The tale is characterized by 

indeterminacy, fragmentation, decanonization, irony, self-less-ness, the unpresentable, 

hybridization, camivalization, performance, constmctionism, and immanence, all 

elements of postmodem fiction, according to Hassan {ROC 131-2). 

McMurtry claims that he long has been perfectly content with "Lord Ragland's 

definkion of myth, which is that k is a story accompanying a ritual," but laments that this 

definkion "has long since been discarded as absurdly simple" {FF 58). He notes that the 

word "myth" is far stronger in import than is the word "story." The reasons, he 

speculates, are that myth suggests the sacred and the heroic, whereas stories are often 
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merely secular, vulgar, and low {FF 59). McMurtry disputes Will Wright's claim that 

myth has social importance, that myths are "conceptual responses to the requirements of 

human action in a social situation" {FF 59). McMurtry thinks if they are that important 

to Americans, then Westem movies would be more popular than they have been. 

Additionally, Wright lists the four oppositions central to the Westem myth: (1) 

inside society/outside society, (2) good^ad, (3) strong/weak, and (4) wildemess/ 

civilization (qtd. in FF 60). Whether McMurtry's Lonesome Dove series is clearly 

delineated into those oppositions is an interesting argument. The oppositions certainly 

are present, but one cannot be certain always which side is the good and which is the bad, 

who is strong and who is weak, or whether wildemess is preferable to civilization, or vice 

versa. For example. Captain Call normally is seen as strong and heroic, yet he is unable 

to speak at certain cmcial moments, suggesting an essential weakness in communicating 

skill. The Hat Creek outfit and the Texas Rangers are often outside the society, but such 

alienation seems desirable and effective only when the civilization they are not a part of 

is under an immediate threat. The Lonesome Dove's series' mass popularity places it into 

a postmodem category with its low, secular, and vulgar appeal; yet its subject matter 

links it to the myth. 

Critic Helen Lojek argues that "myths do not reflect reality" (59). She goes on to 

quote Richard Slotkin, who explains diat "myths are stories, drawn from history . . . and 

through periodic re-tellings those narratives become traditionalized . . . increasingly 

conventional and abstracted." She says diat myths project models of good or heroic 

behavior that reinforce the values of ideology, again quoting Slotkin. Rather than 
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realism, the goal of myth is didactic—the embodiment of values and die modeling of 

ideal behavior. She goes on to say that an attempt to "read" mydis is doomed to failure 

since they lack the ambiguky of real life (59). For example, the behavior of die rangers 

may seem not only defensible, but also heroic, to descendants of white settlers, but it 

certainly is less so to those who view the Comanches' displacement as rapacious 

destmction. Much ambiguity lies within McMurtry's tales, but according to his 

evaluation, the myth of the west lives on, neither helped nor hindered by the Lonesome 

Dove saga. 

In the myth, the individualism and womanlessness are perceived as strengths. 

Lojek argues they are not, necessarily, to modem man. The myth is not entirely an 

"either/or" choice, she concludes. One could take the model of honorable behavior, 

impose it as ideal, and modify it to reflect life's ambiguity. Choices are not always clear 

cut, she claims. Based on the behavior of the characters in Lonesome Dove and the other 

novels, Gus and Call both opt for the mythic behavior, imposing a silent tragedy on their 

personal relationships. While the choices may be mythic, McMurtry's view of the 

characters is not. They are shown to be the last of a breed, displaced trail blazers in a 

world on the brink of an Interstate Highway system. McMurtry's attempted upheaval of 

the myth brings to mind the legend of Orpheus, whose story bears distinct resemblances 

to the westem tale. 

In the legend, Orpheus, the son of Apollo and the Muse, Calliope, was a highh' 

talented musician—so talented that he could sway elements of nature, such as the trees, 

rocks, and wild beasts with his beautiful music. His young wife, Eurydice, was killed b> 
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a snake and Orpheus descended to the underworid in an attempt either to retrieve or join 

her there. His sweet music touched the heart of Pluto and Proserpine and they allowed 

her to follow him back, contingent on his not looking back. He did look back, lost her 

once more, and eventually swore off women in despair, reminiscent of retired Texas 

Ranger Captain Woodrow Call, Lonesome Dove's anti-hero. Eventually, Orpheus ran 

afoul of the Thracian maidens, the Maenads, who tore him limb from limb, scattering his 

parts over a wide area, a metaphor seen in the dismemberment of the cowboy in 

McMurtry's text. Orpheus' head, tossed into the river Hebms, continued to sing, 

however. The Muses gathered up the fragments of his body and buried them at Libethra, 

where the nightingale is said to sing more sweetly than in any other part of Greece 

(Bulfinch 187). McMurtry's dismemberment of the myth is apparent, and his attempt to 

reassemble the parts results in a postmodem text, which sings sweetly, according to 

readers. 

The Maenads, also called the Bacchantes, served the God of Wine, Dionysos. 

Hassan sees the Apollo/Dionysos conflict as one "between art and nature, form and 

energy" {TDOO 5). One could conclude that the conflict is between civilization and 

wildemess. He goes on to say that "Orpheus serves Apollo's priests and rises every 

moming to greet the dawn" (5). That action is reminiscent of Gus, who "liked to be 

outside to catch the first light" {LD 42). McMurtry's narrator adds, "A man that 

depended on an indoor cookstove would miss the sunrise, and if he missed sunrise in 

Lonesome Dove, he would have to wait out a long stretch of heat and dust before he got 

to see anything so pretty" (42). 
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Although the rest of the Olympians loved order and beauty in dieir sacrifices and 

temples, the Maenads had no temples. They worshipped in the wildemess, the wildest 

mountains, the deepest forests; they revered an ancient time before men thought of 

building houses for their gods. According to Edith Hamilton, there was much that was 

lovely, good, and free in this lifestyle, but always too, was the specter of the "horrible 

bloody feast" (68). The worship of Dionysos was centered in these two separate ideas— 

of freedom and joy and of savage bmtality, not exactly a new idea. The duality of 

Mother Nature herself has been allegorized in literature repeatedly since Homer. The 

similarity of the Maenad experience to the westem myth is unmistakable and likely 

intentional, and the dismemberment of Orpheus serves as a perfect postmodem metaphor. 

The fragmentation in Lonesome Dove reminds the reader of the allegorical Orphic 

legend. In addition to fragmentation, other postmodem elements can be found in the text, 

such as what Hassan calls "doubleness" {TDOO 5), the concept of a dual meaning. 

Other indications of postmodemism such as Hassan's "indeterminacy" refer to all 

mptures and all ambiguities which affect the story or its language, and as we have seen, 

the entire series is replete with fragmented narratives and texts. Additionally, ambiguity 

attends much of the action, and the reader's assessment of the character's behavior 

depends on the reader's agenda. Uncertainty is the residue of ambiguities, and offers the 

possibility of misunderstanding in a decentered objectivity. The assessment depends 

heavily upon perspective, and that transitional synthesis is in its tum dependent on 

temporality. The past always limits the present. What happens to peripheral characters is 

of little interest, perhaps, but the prequels and sequel were attempts to remove much of 

134 



the ambiguity attending the master narrative, Lonesome Dove. Instead, they add to the 

confusion. 

Fragmentation, of course, accompanies uncertainty. Much of the action in the LD 

series serves to disconnect; parabasic action involves a montage of stories and, as a resuh, 

is postmodem. The "in media res" approach to any written narrative omks not only the 

beginnings, but also the conclusions of tales. McMurtry's stmcture has been criticized, 

wkh a reviewer pointing to one story, claiming McMurtry's ending "dangles from the rest 

of the novel like a broken tail" {TS 241). A few readers have argued that Lonesome Dove 

might have ended wkh Gus' death, simply leaving the herd and the outfit stranded in 

Montana, which McMurtry did do, ultimately, suggesting a postmodem quality also of 

irresolution (Broich 252). The Hat Creek crew builds a ranch in Montana, spends the 

winter around the fire, adjusts to the new climate slowly, and has a few misadventures 

wkh a further thief, hanging him in an anti-climactic, enervating, nugatory scene. The 

reader waits for Call to leave, to take Gus's body back to Texas, which he does, leaving 

the crew leaderless in Montana. The tale definkely has departed from the formula at this 

juncture, going against the canon. 

Decanonization, according to Lyotard, might also be called "delegkimation," and 

illustrates a revised or subverted norm (qtd. in Hassan, ROC 132). The author in such a 

situation deconstmcts, displaces, decenters, or demystifies the phallocentric order. The 

end of the Old West suggests not that a phallocentric order has been replaced by a 

yonocentric one, but by a logocentric age, instead. The new westem episteme posits man 

not as individual consciousness but rather as a meeting point of pre-existing social 
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practices and particularly discourses, according to D'haen {EP 162). D'haen fiirther 

argues that the adoption of formulaic genres by postmodem writers is a eversion of the 

blatant codedness of the formula, a process by which the writers tum it back upon itself 

in an effort to express a disbelief/distmst in the metanarrative; he says "[the writers] play 

havoc with the formulaic conventions in order to upset, rather than uphold, the very idea 

that there could be such a thing as a tenable metanarrative, and to reveal literature's 

complicity in ideology building" {EP 165-6). While McMurtry sees much that is 

honorable in the westem myth, he has commented on his right to speak about westem 

lore; he sees an obligation to set the record a little straighter. He addresses the traditional 

silence of the westem hero, a silence that implies alienation from reason, society, and 

history, a failure to participate in the discourse. 

Another element of postmodemism is irony, which Hassan thinks can overcome 

"silence" {ROC 132); he argues that it "expresses the ineluctable recreations of mind in 

search of a tmth that continually eludes k, leaving k only with an ironic access or excess 

of self-consciousness" {EP 20). Phillip Simmons claims that ironic prose "constmcts a 

deep surface that obsessively points toward, yet withholds, any 'ultimate' understanding 

of history" (166). The irony in McMurtry's text is far more obvious in Lonesome Dove 

than in the other novels in the series; it begins early in that text, for example, in an 

observation from Gus conceming Wesley Pickles, the founder of Pickles Gap, a hamlet 

near Lonesome Dove. Pickles, the reader is told, 

had gotten himself and his family lost in the mesquites for about ten days. 
When he finally found a clearing, he wouldn't leave it, and Pickles Gap 
came into being, mainl> attracting travelers like its founder, which is to 
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say people too weak-willed to negotiate a few hundred miles of mesquite 
thicket without losing their nerve. {LD 4) 

The passage is a fine use of irony as well as an inversion of McMurtry's usual landscape 

metaphor of emptiness, that sea of grass that stretched from Mexico to Canada and, in 

McMurtry's hands, represents the inanition that constitutes the Westem myth. Simmons 

argues that satire "destabilizes most radically the related distinctions of reality/image, 

subject/object, and cause/effect on which any historical understanding in 'depth' 

depends" (166). McMurtry's view of history is stmctured ironically, shedding light on 

certain events, but failing to offer valid tmths. Much of postmodem irony is said to be 

self-directed, illustrated in Lonesome Dove by Gus, who remarks that "a cow don't go far 

with this bunch" and predicts to Call that it will be a great joke if "you start off to 

Montana with a bunch of cattle and some hungry hands. By the time you get there the 

hands will have et the cattle and you're back at nothing. Then the Cheyenne or Sioux 

will wipe out the hands, and that'll leave you" {LD 468). Call fails to see the potential as 

a "great joke," but the attitude suggests existentialism, an attitude that no rewards await. 

A self-less-ness further indicates a postmodem attitude, Hassan argues {ROC 

132). He says there are no "deep" romantic heroes, no "pregnant" symbols in 

postmodemism. The surface is all there is. Since no depth exists, no interpretation is 

necessary; such an idea is antipathetic to the first generation of postmodemism with its 

largely inaccessible texts. The postmodem concept was initially persistent that the 

abstmse text cloaked indescribable profundities. Barth's idea that postmodemism is 

"democratic in its appeal" (Kershner 74) argues, however, that the postmodem text w ill 

attract an audience interested solely because of its entertainment value. Thus, the 
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postmodem critic is left, Hassan says, with the play of the language. Critic M C. Dillon 

argues, "the play of the language allows the worid to show itself in a way hitherto 

unmarked but demanding revelation, in allusion" (132). Allegory accompanies 

postmodem texts, and occasionally it seems to defy hermeneutic perception. Susan 

Sontag says, "Once upon a time, it must have been a revolutionary and creative move to 

interpret works of art so they might be experienced on several levels. Now it is not. It 

reinforces the principle of redundancy that is die principal affliction of modem life" (13). 

She argues that "the function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, even that 

k is what k is, rather than to show what k means" (Sontag 14). The accessibility of 

McMurtry's text marks it as postmodem under the second generation's definition, 

perfectly enjoyable without criticism. In looking at the trend to dissect both texts and 

movies, McMurtry claims, for example, that "watching Wright's fascinating, but 

nonetheless merciless, exposure of the stmcture of Westems is not unlike having to watch 

an old friend go under the knife. There is no doubt that surgery exposes what's really 

there, but there is some doubt that the old friend will ever be quite as affecting again" {FF 

57). He believes the fantasy element will continue to dominate {FF6\). Sontag claims 

the purpose of art "is to give pleasure" (303) and k should be enjoyed for its own sake. 

Criticism, while necessary as air to the scholar, is unlikely to catch on with the mass 

reading public. A superficial story is what the readers prefer. The Lonesome Dove 

novels certainly can be experienced superficially. 

Hassan further believes the "hard, flat surfaces" of postmodem fiction repel 

mimesis, often seek their own limits and become liminary, eventually unpresentable, 
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defined by Julia Kristeva as "That which, through language, is part of no particular 

language that which, through meaning, is intolerable, unthinkable: the horrible, the 

abject" (qtd. in EP 20). The suddenness wkh which the feast in the peaceful wilderness 

can metamorphose into the bloody spectacle is disconcerting: 

a scream cut the air, so terrible it almost made him faint... his eyes found 
Sean, who was screaming again and again, in a way that made Newt want 
to cover his ears . .. there were eight sets of fang marks, including one on 
his neck. {LD 262-3) 

There the narrator does not stay with the victim, but instead, moves into the 

consciousness of a bystander, creating a necessary distance between the reader and "the 

unpresentable." 

Hybridization is yet another indication of a postmodem text, Hassan argues {ROC 

132); k is a term which encircles the concept of pastiche, parody, travesty, a "mutant 

replication of genres" {EP 20). The idea includes cliche, pop, kitsch, the mingling of 

high and low culture. Blending the legend of Orpheus, from Homer and Ovid, wkh a 

Biblical motif of the Exodus, a trek to the Promised Land attendant wkh plagues, seems 

to fall into a high mimetic mode, but adding those to a superstkions tale of water 

moccasin aggression makes k a hybrid, designed to appeal to an audience who wants to 

be frightened. The snake story has been criticized as "biologically inconsistent" (Busby 

199). Busby quotes F. E. Abernethy, who claims that water moccasins do not nest and 

they do not swarm, that they are non-social, independent creatures, flilly-fanged from the 

moment of birth. Thus, McMurtry's tale of dozens of snakes bears some resemblance to 

a "low" mral myth, on the same order of the snapping turtles that refuse to let go until it 

thunders. The blending of a superstkion wkh a Greek myth is a hybridization. 

139 



McMurtry's use of Latin also blends high and low cultures. Gus' sign, careftilh 

carved in Lonesome Dove, boasts a Latin motto: "f/v^ uvam vivendo variaflt" {LD 78). 

Emestine Sewell, in translating the motto, gives it an "E pluribus unum" spin, 

interpreting it to say "The cluster of grapes—many sided, parti-colored, diverse—through 

living, begets one grape" {TS 323). According to Classics Professor Alain M. Gowing, 

the phrase is meaningless and misquoted. His claim is that it derives from the scholia to 

Juvenal 2.81 which cites the proverb "wva uvam videndo variafit" and his interpretation 

is that it means that one grape changes color (i.e., ripens) in the presence of another 

grape. That interpretation, in tum, goes back to a Greek proverb, "Botms pros botmn 

pepainetai" which translates to mean "a bunch of grapes ripens in the presence of another 

(bunch of) grapes." This is first attested, Gowing says, in Oration 7.225b of the Emperor 

Julian (4̂ *̂  century). Juvenal's Satire II, which Gowing cites, in a translation by Peter 

Green is "Or the touch of one blighted grape will blight the bunch" (78) with a note to 

explain a variation in phrasing; Green theorizes that Juvenal was echoing Virgil's 

Georgics with satirical intent. Green sees his version as the "traditional reading" (83n7). 

The phrase has also been interpreted by other Latin scholars to suggest "one bad apple 

spoils the whole barrel," closer to Green's interpretation, and "variety is the spice of life" 

(Classics and Latin Discussion Group, online). The catachrestic motto certainly 

obfuscates any scholarly appeal. 

An attitude of camivalization also attends postmodemism, Hassan claims {ROC 

132). The term, of course, belongs to Mikhail Bahktin, and embraces all other elements 

of postmodem thought: Indeterminacy, fragmentation, decanonization, self-less-ness. 
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irony, and hybridization, among others. Hassan believes die term "camivalization" goes 

beyond these ideas, however, into an "absurdist ethos," signaling " a participation in the 

wild disorder of life" {EP 21). The worship in the wildemess is a participation in the 

wild disorder, particulariy when the feast ttims bloody, and die prelates face 

dismemberment. Gus, for example, chooses to chase a small buffalo herd, not to kill one, 

but for the sheer joy of galloping across the wildemess: "I just wanted to chase a buffalo 

once more. I won't have the chance much longer, and nobody else will either, because 

there won't be no buffalo to chase, h's a grand sport, too" {LD 730). A scant few 

minutes later, "Pea Eye heard the sound of a mnning horse and looked for Gus, 

supposing he had jumped another little bunch of buffalo. What he saw froze him 

instantly in place" {LD 731). Gus had already received the arrow wounds that result in 

his dismemberment and death. Gus' own joyous participation in the wild disorder 

exposes him to danger. The reader can only conclude that had Gus kept to his original 

trail he would have missed both the buffalo and the Cheyenne who tumed out to be 

behind them, thereby staying inside the cathedral, or at least adhering slightly to the 

orderly plan, metaphorically speaking. 

Some theorists see postmodem literature as performative rather than allegorical. 

Hassan is one who does. He argues that it elicits participation; it wants to be written, 

revised, answered, acted out {EP 21). The popularity of three mini-series suggests he 

may be correct. "Much of posttnodem art calls itself performance, transgressing gemes" 

{EP 21). He later argues that, "performance . . . declares its vulnerability to the 
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audience, to time, to death, to the Other; k opens on the unknown" {ROC 133). A text 

may be allegorical in one respect, performative in another. 

When a text is transformed into another medium, such as television, the story 

becomes the property of a director, and thus has two authors, at least. 'Sontag says, "the 

cinema has its own methods and logic of representation, which one does not exhaust b\ 

saying they are primarily visual. The mise-en-scene becomes significant herein, with the 

images transmitting more information than the words. The cinema presents us with a new 

language, a way of talking about emotion through the direct experience of the language 

of faces and gestures" (243). In the novel. Lonesome Dove, Call enters the room for Gus' 

deathbed scene and tries to persuade Gus to risk another leg amputation: "Call wasn't 

ready to give up, although he felt it was probably hopeless" and later speaks "bitterly" of 

Gus's, "goddam vanity . . . he expected to find Gus wounded, but not to find him dying" 

{LD 761). His reactions are described sequentially as "weak," "trembling," "tired, old, 

and sad" (761). In the mini-series. Call's unsettled feeling is pomayed with a tiny, but 

significant gesture: The doctor places his hand on Tommy Lee Jones' shoulder, and 

Jones, who portrays Woodrow Call in the mini-series. Lonesome Dove, reaches to the 

hand, realizes himself, and stops, mid-gesture. Textually, Call is vulnerable, but visualh. 

he becomes more so. The performance aspect of that single scene lends strength to 

audience acceptance of Call as an alienated character, far beyond what the text can show. 

A constmctionist element is present in postmodemism, too, Hassan says {EP 

133). His argument is that postmodemism is a constmcted reality because it relies 

heavily on figurative language, or tropes. Hassan claims that "postmodemism sustains 
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the movement from unique tmth and a worid fixed and found . . . to a diversky of right 

and even conflicting versions or worids in the making" {EP 22). Doctoral student Roger 

Jones claims that McMurtry's "sense of a world" (3) places his fiction back into a 

Victorian narrative style, in the manner of George Eliot or Thomas Hardy. McMurtry 

constmcted a worid. Lonesome Dove, wkh a believable population, from his imagination, 

using sources from a number of non-fictional texts to model the stmctures. The 

characters are so believable that the reader imagines that he/she has met many of them, 

who never actually appear wkhin the text. Dillard Brawley, the one-legged whisperer, 

makes his appearance on the final page of Lonesome Dove, but the reader knows him 

from the beginning. McMurtry further constmcts a cattle drive, conversations, plagues, 

conflicts, abductions, villains, events that never took place, but certainly could have. He 

represents perfectly what Hassan describes as a "new gnosticism" {EP 22), effective 

fictions that suggest the growing intervention of mind in nature and culture. 

Finally, Hassan sees an "immanence" in postmodemism {ROC 133), a place in 

which "languages, apt or mendacious, reconstitute the universe . . . into signs of their own 

making, tuming nature into culture, and culture into an immanent semiotic system" {EP 

22). When Call is leading his troop of rangers, 

he liked to give his full attention to the landscape, the men, the horses, 
tracks, sign, the behavior of birds and animals they spotted, anything that 
might help keep a troop of men alive in a country where a Comanche 
raiding party could swoop down on them at any moment. {CM 302) 

Those signifiers carry meaning to assist him in understanding his dangerous worid. The 

tracks that Kickapoo Famous Shoes follows further are a semiotic definition of his 

westem landscape: 
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It was on his retum from the Rio Rojo, across the Qukaque, that he came 
across the track of a horse carrying his old friend Pea Eye, in the mud of a 
little creek. Famous Shoes had known Pea Eye for a long time, since the 
days when the Rangers rode the border. He could tell Pea Eye's track 
anywhere, because Pea Eye favored his left stirmp and the horse track 
went deeper on the left side, particularly on the rear hoof It puzzled him 
to discover Pea Eye traveling south. {SOL 200) 

Famous Shoes goes on to express a hope that someday he might learn to read the "strange 

tracks in books. Those were the only tracks he had never been able to master" {SOL 

200-1). As the tracks of the horse signify to Famous Shoes the trail of his friend, words 

signify to a reader a story. Linda Hutcheon and Mario Valdes posk that "texts act as both 

documents of the past and experiences of the present. This is another of the senses in 

which these projects involve a dialectic of the past and present" (6). In order to learn 

about the past, we must have a dialogue wkh ekher a person or a text about that past. 

Bahktin emphasizes the dialogic principle, the multiple social voices (Cohen 325) 

and uses the metaphor of a chain of communication to pick up the sense of contingency 

as contiguity (Bhabha 454); "[Bahktin] displaces this conceptual problem that concems 

the permativity of the speech act—ks enunciative modalkies of time and space—to an 

empiricist acknowledgement of the area of human activky and everyday life to which the 

given utterance is related" (Bhabha 454). John Carios Rowe argues that "The 

historiographical assumption of postmodemist aesthetics, however, was that the textual 

characteristics of history made k malleable and thus available for Hterary revision and 

adaptation" (185-6). He says that the postmodem author can fiinction to "reveal an 

otherwise repressed history . . . The novel, of course, has always claimed a special 

historical function, generally to represent those aspects of history ignored by professional 
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historians" (185). In recent years, the canon of American Ikerature has been besieged by 

theorists who wish to eschew traditional, patriarchal choices about culture and literature 

and to seek out the mukiple voices and experiences that constitute both the Ikerature and 

the Hterary history of the Unked States. 

McMurtry's metaphor of dismemberment of the myth adds his voice to those who 

believe both history and Ikerature perhaps need re-thinking. The concept of alienation, 

once seen as heroic and dionysian, necessary to the westem hero, has come to be 

regarded as pathetic and tragic. Gus' failure to commit to Clara Forsythe in the novels is 

explained by his opposing desire to be free, and most readers see his "love" for Clara as 

pure and unsullied, idealized. Orpheus, similar to the westem heroes, spends his life 

alone, but not by choice, perhaps. Ovid's version of the legend of Orpheus suggests that 

Orpheus rather deliberately hands his young wife Eurydice back to Hades, because, 

perhaps he favors the company of young men {TDOO 5), and that the Maenads tear him 

apart "in a fit of uncontrollable jealousy" {TDOO 5). This allusion to homosexuality is 

not apparent in McMurtry's texts, akhough the two young rangers. Call and Gus, actually 

share a bed on the night they meet {DMW 37). Clara is jealous of Woodrow Call from 

the moment she meets him. Often, Clara accuses Gus of neglect: "if you'd wanted me 

enough to quk the rangers you would have quit long ago. But you didn't—you just kept 

riding off time after time wkh Woodrow Call. You could have had me, but you chose 

him" (CM209). After Gus' death, Clara confronts Call: 

I'm sorry you and Gus McCrae ever met. All you two done was min one 
another, not to mention those close to you. Another reason I didn't marry 
him was because I didn't want to fight you for him every day of my life 
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You men and your promises; they're just excuses to do what you plan to 
do anyway, which is leave. {LD 809) 

In Comanche Moon, Clara muses that "People were always leaving, men mostly" (240). 

McMurtry stmctures his tale to reveal the pathos and loneliness of the women left behind. 

No textual evidence suggests that the relationship between Gus and Call was other than a 

partnership, no real Freudian overtones of sexuality are apparent: "Although they 

quarrelled frequently, they were often drawn by the same impulses" (CM 464). Caweki 

addresses the concept of a hero and his sidekick as a "pure marriage of males—sexless 

and holy, a kind of counter matrimony" (62). He was speaking of the formulaic situation 

in which the hero has an ethnic minority member as his significant "other." Orpheus 

may be another matter, although most chroniclers of the legend tend to believe that 

Orpheus was happy, after his death, to be reunked wkh Eurydice in the Elysian fields. 

Call is a character who is bound by duty, and he believes his duty lies in leading men; 

Gus is the sciolistic hero who claims: "this is a rare country, this Montana. We're a 

lucky bunch. There ain't nothing better than this" {LD 723), but he later wams Newt: 

Now, there's women, of course. I do cotton to them. But I ain't found the 
woman yet who could hold me back from a chance like this. Women are 
persistent creatures, and will try to nail you down. But if you just dance 
on off, you'll usually find them close to the spot where you left them— 
most of'em.(IZ) 724) 

Heatherington describes this attitude toward women as "arrested development" 

(643) and claims that even "the best of westem fiction about or based on myths of the 

west . . . has generally continued to perpetuate a puerile fantasy—by males, about males, 

for males—that has restricted most such novels to a realm of escapism" (643). She 

blames this childish escapism for having contributed to the "lack of status" for western 
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fiction (644) and describes the female depictions as "flat." J. M. Faragher sees women 

historically as valued in the "real" West; he claims, "the West was different. Here 

women were scarce, valuable, and skilled . .. they were valued not as decorative objects 

but for their real skills and their tme sexuality . . . the West was fair" (540). He 

understands that "women [were] a civilizing force" (539). A supporting argument for his 

point of view is that American women were given the vote first in the "frontier" state of 

Wyoming. The complaint against a womanless West is valid insofar as the drifter is 

concemed. The typical male did not roam; that action belongs strictly to the adventurer, 

and the exckement of his life served as fodder for fiction, in much the same way as did 

the adventures of the Cmsaders. Women are as free as men to live vicariously through 

the adventures of Gus and Call, or any other westem character, and often do. Fantasy 

does not specifically require gender identification. The individual who seeks freedom 

may be responding to what Erich Fromm calls a "biological reaction of the human 

organism" (225). 

The human animal is driven by disparate desires, and one of those desires often is 

adventure. For the westem heroes, k is not a passive desire but an active one, and stirs 

feelings of envy in all of us, just as the music of Orpheus' lyre began to irritate the 

Maenads, who saw in Orpheus a false pride about his talent. Hassan disagrees, 

explaining that Orpheus was "no monster of hubris," that 

the cuhs we associate with his name blend word and flesh into the dance 
of existence. Orpheus sings, and his song moves stones, trees, and beasts 
The reason is simple: singing Orpheus restores himself to nature, and 
moves with the secret life of things. His lyre carries the music of 
universal harmony and etemal response. Seized by the god, he speaks in 
no voice of his own; possessed, he loses his self-possession . language 
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and mind, poetry and biology meet and bear on one another in the figure 
of Orpheus . . . the human organism, that body which has the gift of 
thought, does not have the choice of two kinds of thinking, ft has only 
one, in which the organism as a whole is engaged all along the line. 
{TDOO Hassan 5-6) 

That concept of a divided self is not new; k has been seen for years in opposkions, in 

binaries that, under postmodem thought, are increasingly repositioned to suggest 

horizontal rather than vertical relations. Such an arrangement empowers literarily the 

silenced, the tradkionally oppressed of a story. Suzette Henke argues that "whether 

relating an individual life-history or transforming experience through fictive fabulation, 

the author can reinscribe an alienated and marginalized self into the pliable body of a 

protean text" (211). Such a narrative can describe the ambivalence of an author who 

loves a myth but recognizes k as a Victorian-age air castle. 

McMurtry's tale of a cattle drive and ks attendant adventures capture a moment in 

time, perfectly. The text is so wonderfully competent that one can almost smell the dust, 

particularly if one watches the video, too. McMurtry has said publicly that he wished to 

"destroy" the myth, that Lonesome Dove failed to do that, that his diagnosis was that "the 

myth is bigger than all of us." His portrayal of the west as a place of sudden, unexpected 

death, a place of dust, snakes, grasshoppers, mosqukoes, and horrible danger is alluring 

to those who see k as an escape from the mundane. His claim that the cattle drive was 

"arduous and long" ("So Long" 38) has litde bearing upon the appeal of the simple and 

the genuine. 

In 1968, McMurtry said that he wished to write discursively of Texas and that he 

believed he had better do k quickly, because he saw the cowboy god riding into the 
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sunset. He believed that the place of his birth would lose ks grip on him eventually, and 

he wanted to write about his herkage before the legend died completely, ft appears that 

he was concerned prematurely. He flogged that legend back to life, almost single 

handedly, using as his weapon the words that he has always been able to herd wkh such 

flair and style. The success of his own story proves his premise. One age has given way 

to another, a phallocentric one to a logocentric one. McMurtry's postmodemism lies in 

his implick argument that adventuring as a way of life is an individual choice, not 

necessarily a male one; that argument resuhs in a shattered myth. His postmodemism is 

illustrated in a re-visioning of history to show a level of discomfort and reality; and his 

postmodem attitudes suggest both men and women are equally equipped in the new age, 

the one where words can become power. 

The time has come to place McMurtry, literarily, and postmodemism is a label 

that fits him more aptly than westem. As Gus says, however, about his own 

relationships, "the two can overlap" {LD 325). The westem, in McMurtry's hands, does 

not rely on etemal tmths, nor does it privilege any. Instead, he constmcts a worid that 

pays homage to a culture, one like Camelot, that existed for a brief, shining moment in 

time, beyond the sunset. In McMurtry's postmodern text, we continue to hear the music 

of the dismembered myth. 
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