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 While the survival instinct was necessary, it has been superseded by 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

VII 



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 


