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Abbreviations

This book uses in the text the following abbreviations of Larry
McMurtry’s works, whose editions will appear in the bibliography:

LD Lonesome Dove (1985)
SOL Streets of Laredo (1993)
DMmw Dead Man's Walk (1995)

M Comanche Moon (1997)
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Introduction

Introduction

Born together with the birth of the Frontier Era, the myth of the
American West did not subside itself when the closing of the western
movement came in 1890s. On the contrary, it remains to the present day
its fantasy so consistent and powerful that during the past century it has
walked out of Texas or Montana to become the property of much of the
world. The myth of the Old West has been repeated, reconsidered, revised
over and again by scholars and intellectuals from a variety of genres,
especially in literature. From the earliest writers’ allusions and aformality
in responding to the wilderness, to the romantic and nature-centered
adventures in the formula writing of Fenimore Cooper and his followers,
the American West has attracted millions of readers with its unique charm.

As a construct of the imagination, the creation of the western myth is
unique.! Paradoxically, American western fiction, to which critics should
owe largely the uniqueness, is always “dismissed as a regional peculiarity
lacking in universal concerns.” A fully informed criticism of American
western fiction as a whole has remained fitful and infrequent. “The West
doesn’t need good writers,” Wallace Stegner?® once stated. “It has them.

' David H. Murdoch, The American West: the Invention of a Myth. (Wales: Welsh
Academic, 2001) 2.

* John R. Milton, The Novel of the American West. (Lincoln and London:
University of Nebraska Press, 1980) 65.

’ Wallace Stegner (1909-1993), who is recognized as “the dean of western
writers,” is one of the American West’s preeminent historians and arguably the most
important of its novelists. This remark is quoted from Michael Kowalewski’s Reading
the West: New Essays on the Literature of the American West. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996) 5.

1



2 Reconstructing the Post-Western Myth

It could use a little more confidence in itself, and one way for that to
come about is to breed some critics capable, by experience or intuition,
of evaluating western literature in the terms of western life. So far, [ can’t
think of a critic who has read western books ‘in the same spirit as its author
writ.”” In fact, the “inferiority complex™* that American western fiction
suffers, to some extent, results from some critics’ misleading attitude
toward easy generalization and neglect of individual competence in the
western literary world. Larry McMurtry is one of those who are not as
well-known as they deserve to be.

The existing criticism of Larry McMurtry can be categorized into that
written by Texas observers and that by outside academicians. On the one
hand, Texas-bound critics like John R. Milton, Jane Tompkins, Lee Clark
Mitchell do not see McMurtry’s works as typical western material because
of his non-adherence to the traditional western genre. This seems too one-
sided for classifying a writer. On the other hand, although academicians, in
general, tend to categorize him as western, they ignore him and his works.
In fact, when they examine the cultural phenomenon that has constituted
the western genre, they look at movies of the 1940s and 1950s, not
literature. To those who have noticed the novels, Zane Grey is the ultimate
western novelist, and Rider of the Purple Sage, the preferred western text.’
However, Larry McMurtry is worthy of serious study for two reasons.
First, as a craftsman he has demonstrated a remarkable ability to solve the

technical problems posed by the existence of a western mythology, that s,

* Jeff Davis in Riding the Formula Western Subgenre over the Divide Berween
Popular Literature and “High" Literature: Genre Influence in the Western American
Novel, said that American western fiction has an inferiority complex, because whenever
the four regional types of the American novel are convened as a family of texts,
American western fiction gets noticed last.

* John M. Reilly, Larry McMurtry: A Critical Companion. (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood, 2000) 13.



