In order to insert this paper into a very sketchy literary frame covering about the last one hundred years, I will say that the masks of Mexico apparent in Larry McMurtry's fiction are situated -both historically and narratologically -about halfway between those found in K.A. Porter's short stories and a recent Cormac McCarthy national bestseller.

On the one hand, finely crafted stories of Mexico or Texas in the 1920s with even female Indian characters as heroines -like Maria Conception -and, on the other, a voyeuristic, staccato, script-like text with three white honcho dudes as heroes, surrounded by shadowy and anonymous characters generically labeled "Mexicans" and ever ready to be at the white man's service, as long as the bottom line shows the right amount in dollars, in a place purported to be "No country for old men" today (of course, one has to admit that reality beats fiction by a long shot these days, when it comes to spectacular violence South of the Rio Grande these days).

In t the latter book, the Mexicans are, in the best case, friendly nurses and doctors, but they are more likely to be cynical cabdrivers or hotel receptionists with drastically reduced lifespans, when their part is not limited to creating patterns on walls, as in the following passage occurring in a Texan motel along the Rio Grande : "Chigurh [the psychopathic and nonethess very clever hero] stood listening at the door. Then he punched out the lock cylinder with the airgun and kicked open the door. / A Mexican in a green guayabera had sat up on the bed and was reaching for a small machinegun beside him. Chigurh shot him three times so fast it sounded like one long gunshot and left most of the upper part of him spread across the headboard and the wall behind it." Etc. Goes to show that in certain books it don't pay to sit in a motel room while Mexican... Never mind why not. What matters is who pulls the trigger first, just like in good ole pulp westerns 150 years ago. The closest explanation given for Chigurh's killing-lust is a taste for method and a sensitive ego. One -or THE -beauty of this modern example of the Southern Gothic is its refined ending: the monster is still alive, thus the reader may go on quivering in his bed when the book is read. Now, it might be objected that K.A. Porter's heroine Maria Conception, notwithstanding the ring of such a name, was not exactly your model of true Christianity or of Catholic female morality. After all, as you might rmember, at the tender age of 19 or so, she kills her husband's mistress in cold blood while the latter is still weak from giving birth, snatches up the baby to make up for the loss of her own, and resumes marital life with her favorably impressed husband and with the tacit approval of the village population.

Here was some serious food for thought, couched in beautiful prose, and published in the thirties in a country where mere scarlet letters had left dreadful marks on the fate of women characters, not only in fiction. Of course several of Porter's witty stories involved bohemian anglo characters representative of the so-called lost generation -to which Porter herself belonged -who, as writers, journalists or artists lived on the cheap in Mexico "in order to study the native customs" (p.78). More often than not, they did so from the kind of low perspective one gets while rolling under some bar tables or in brothel beds.

Thus the protagonist of That Tree "had really wanted to be a cheerful bum lying under a tree in a good climate, writing poetry" (p.65), until his first wife, a blond teacher from the Midwest, gave him a good kick and got him off his bum to become a successful journalist.

Such Porter characters are recalled by the ones appearing in Larry McMurtry's novels of the sixties and seventies. But in other respects, McMurtry's protagonists are closer to the ones in McCarthy's books than Porter's, for they are not the cosmopolitan American ex-pats of the 1920s, but simple visitors from the neighboring borderland, Texas. Mexico is not reached by plane or boat, but by a hop over the Rio Grande -usually in a car or a pickup truck.

In The Last Picture Show (hence abridged in LPS, published in 1966 but set in the early fifties), Sonny Crawford and Duane Moore, two high school seniors from the mythical small town of Thalia, Northern Texas, decide to hit Mexico out of sheer boredom and frustration with their amorous and professional prospects. Their mildly epic trip to the border is all the more interesting as it constitutes one of the notable episodes left out of the classic and eponymous movie directed by Peter Bogdanovich in 1971.

Another auto-censored episode in that movie is the less than glorious gang rape of a blind cow by the teenagers of the place -from proud seniors, Duane included, down to sometimes undersized freshmen. One should note that no representatives of ethnic minorities appear among the population of Thalia and that the first mention of non-Caucasians in the novel is made by Jimmy Sue, a female car-hop and occasional whore who has to "peddle herself to make ends meet" but has her pride nonetheless. For, as she puts it, "The only thing I draw the line at, is Mixicans and niggers."

It might realistically be assumed that, except for seasonal jobs as farmhands, no Mexicans actually lived anywhere close to the Court House in a place like Thalia at the time and, therefore, that the young protagonists had no direct social contact with such people. So when Sonny and Duane decide to hit the road to Mexico on impulse, after getting beaten up by some boys from a neighboring town over the matter of Duane's girlfriend, they do so in accordance with a local tradition : everybody, at least once in their youth, has something of an adventurous trip further than Austin or Dallas.

Before the two boys have tanked up their old pickup truck, they are warned of the dangers resulting from drinking buggy water or catching the clap if they get drunk on tequila, by older residents who reminisce nostalgically about their own experiences. After being lent a map, they opt for Matamoros as the goal of their trip because Duane has heard that "it's about the wildest". So that's what they will go for : the reputedly wildest Mexican border town, while their motherly friend Genevieve, the pleasant and sexy café waitress, "wishes she was young again and free and could go rattling off across Texas toward the Rio Grande".

What happens to the protagonists during some 12 hours spent in Matamoros takes about 10 pages in chapter 16 of a novel that counts 26 chapters, and amounts to little more than the experience of one night of total existential confusion followed by a bad hangover and a dreadfully tiring drive back North. Worse, the trip's exciting value gets totally overshadowed by the fact that upon returning to Thalia, Sonny and Duane find out that their friend and mentor, Sam the Lion, owner of the café, of the poolhall and of the picture show, died of a stroke during their short absence, thus creating a void that signifies the brutal end of their boyhood and the necessity to face a number of existential choices on their own. with people even at night; for the staggering sum of 15 $ they were shown an old dirty movie projected on the back of a calendar in someone's dirty room, involving a woman having sex with both a man and a dog. The boys were speechless with shock and held spellbound by the ugliness of the action, but also "immediately felt the trip was worthwhile, if only for gossip value. Nobody in Thalia had ever seen a dog and a lady behaving that way".

They drove on to "Boys' Town" in the outskirts of Matamoros (which must be understood as a place where boys were likely to have fun, and not girls) and discovered a district with some twenty places at streetcorners lit up with neon lights, and dark rows of strange cribs in-between. Having been advised to hit the Cabaret ZeeZee, they found a place with some couples dancing to a jukebox and many American boys -many from Texas A&M -sitting at tables. After having drunk 5 or 6 bottles of his first Mexican beer, Sonny followed a pretty young girl called Maria to a dingy little room closed only by a curtain, was surprised to find out that she was clearly pregnant and fell asleep before concluding the 25 $ act, he had paid for. He woke up in mid-morning alone with the sun in his face since the room had no ceiling or roof, vomited in the street while the whores of Matamoros around him -much more cheerful than they had been in the cabaret at night -were filling their pitchers with water from the water-wagon driven by a friendly old man, who gave Sonny some water to rinse out his mouth.

What Duane experienced is not told, but Sonny found him asleep in the pickup truck, sick and in even worse shape. While driving across the river, Sonny managed to notice that the water of the Rio Grande was green in daylight, but both boys "wondered why in the world they had been so foolish as to come all the way to Mexico. Thalia seemed an impossible distance away." Later during the tedious drive, the boys got anxious over their health and stopped every fifty miles to pee, "just to be sure they could." What McMurtry didn't need to explain then -but what we need to tell our students today, is that, once upon a time, there was the dreadful notion whispered about, that "dirty sex" could cause your thing to fall off… It is only towards evening, with the coolness, that the boys got a second wind and "that the trip ceased to seem like such a fiasco; after all, they had been to Mexico, visited whorehouses, seen dirty movies. In Thalia, it would be regarded as a great adventure."

How great the distance from the land beyond the Rio Grande is, gets reinforced by the narrator toward the end of the chapter : "The country around Thalia had never looked so good to them as it did when they came back into it, at four in the morning. […] All seemed comfortable, familiar, private even, part of theirs and no one else's. After the strangeness of Matamoros the lights of Thalia were especially reassuring." So, if we draw a bottom line under this escapade from the characters' point of view, it is quite clear that, because of their general ignorance of matters Mexican -starting with the language-and the material conditions of a trip that took them only a few miles beyond the border of a country, whose size and wealth they can hardly estimate, Sonny and Duane are likely to propagate the usual American cliches about Mexico : a poor, dirty and chaotic place, where people don't sleep at night, seem to have neither moral principles nor shame and are ready to sell anything for a few dollars.

What Sonny and Duane have accomplished in their own eyes and in the eyes of their buddies in Thalia, is the ritual trip of young, barely educated, male Texans, who have dared cross a border into a cultural wilderness where they spilled a few of their wild oats in brief uncontrolled sexual acts with whores, and saw a few unbelievable, hardcore pornographic pictures on a bad screen.

They have gotten away with that bewildering, if not downright frightening, experience of cultural otherness, and once the fear of having perhaps caught one of those diseases has disappeared, they are likely to feel confirmed not only in their virility (even if the sexual experiences were not very rewarding as such), but mostly in the definite superiority of their own waspish culture, and are thus also likely to reinforce the well-know patterns of racial condescension that are still rampant today. Confirmation of the realism of such prejudices can be found in articles like the one that Ariela J. Gross published in a recent issue of the Law and History Review under the title "Texas Mexicans and the Politics of Whiteness."

Having reached such a conclusion, should we burn LPS and remove McMurtry from our reading-lists, on account of insufferable political incorrectness? -Hell, no! The beauty of this novel is that its narrator is much more aware of what's going on than his characters.

While Duane and Sonny's perspectives are naturally limited by their youth and ignorance, the omniscient narrator of this fiction is far from restricting his tale through focalization by the Even if the description of the more than 1,000 km-drive is very brief, the narrator does point out the boys' surprise at the variety of landscapes once they reach the valley (they grew up in immense, dreary, flat North Texas where a mere tree creates relief) and their marveling at the piles of fresh vegetables along the road (incidentally, they never even take the time to eat anything while in Mexico, and only notice the pervading smell of onions in town). What amazes the boys and what the narrator underlines, is a totally different way of life -there is so much going on in the public sphere of the streets -a different social organization and, above all, a much more open and candid approach to sex even as a marketable fact of life.

While the boys are obsessed with getting what is taboo in their home-town, the narrator depicts a society in which showing dirty movies to outsiders can be done in a private bedroom while a woman is working in the kitchen and kids are sleeping on the bed. This casualness is what shocks the Texans most. Thus Sonny is stunned by discovering that his chosen whore is pregnant, and that she has already two children. While he is too drunk to remember his fear of catching "something" and even thinking of a protection, she is the experienced woman who checks his sex for signs of a potential VD.

Altogether, the picture of the Matamoros nightlife given by McMurtry shows that the visiting gringos are mostly ignorant teenagers and students who get milked for their dollars, and are otherwise totally ignored. Although there is an obvious case to be made about the massive corruption of social mores brought into this Mexican border-town by hords of horny dollar-waiving Gringos, especially with regard to the sexual exploitation of women, the scene of the morning-after shows a very interesting humanity that hung-over Sonny can barely register.

While he tries to recover his wits, he is surrounded by women who not only totally ignore him but are described as having cheerful social intercourse which each other while filling their water-pitchers. Without in the least aiming to pretend that these women might lead an ideal life, the lesson that the reader might draw -if less hung-over than the focalizing character, Sonny -is that : a) the lives of the whores is not limited to just whoring; b) other aspects of their lives are more fun than sitting around bars waiting for a customer and then dealing with whatever he wants to do or can do, assuming he has any kind of awareness and/or self-confidence.

Such remarks might sound trite or far-fetched or even politically incorrect, but the chapter of LPS devoted to the whoring excursion in Mexico needs to put in perspective against the general backdrop of life in Thalia, Texas. Where the heck would one find an assembly of cheerful women on any morning of the year in that town? At the Café? At the general store? At school? Is there a single cheerful laughter to be heard anywhere in that town? Or is it sardonic glee at best? For what McMurtry does in LPS, is to consistently expose the cultural poverty, hypocrisy and bigotry informing the average living conditions in a Texan small town in the early fifties -which he knows first-hand, having grown up near Wichita Falls in those times.

Between the new-rich oil-millionaires like Jacy's father and the car-hop at the new drive-in who gets hardly paid for taking their hamburgers, fries and cokes to the customers sitting in their cars, a fairly dysfunctional and very unequal society of mostly dissatisfied and unhappy individuals is described. On top of the harsh climate and economic disparity, it is mostly the effects of puritanism that weigh on people and drag them down. Ignorance, prejudice, fear and hypocrisy create barriers and dramas. Sonny has an affair with a sad woman stuck in a marriage with the football coach who gets the English teacher fired by accusing him of his own homosexual leanings ; a shy classmate bullied by his preacher-father almost gets lynched for having dropped the panties of an unsuspecting five-year old girl. Etc.

Between the glamorous sexiness of Hollywood stars seen at the picture show, and the cool orgies indulged in by the rich kids of the Wichita Country Club on the one hand, and the repressiveness of the churches, the law, and public opinion, on the other, the young are hopelessly confused. Thus the full picture given of the trip to Mexico in LPS takes more depth and shades for the reader, because even the brief excursion beyond the Rio Grande allows him/her to put in perspective whatever conclusions Sonny and Duane might reach from their experience. Behind the inscrutable bland or grinning Mexican faces they met during some 12 hours on the other side, there is plenty more to discover…

The next McMurtry character to give it a shot is young Danny Deck in and All My Friends Are Going to be Strangers. He teaches some Aggies lessons in gallantry in a borderbrothel and has an eccentric old uncle who lives in a crazy camel farm in the desert where he lights a fire every night as a beacon for Zapata. At the end of the novel, Danny tries to drown the manuscript of his second novel in the Rio Grande. Now why the heck would he do that ? Y'all might be told next year…
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  protagonists. (As opposed to what McCormack does in the book mentioned earlier, in which only the sheriff's thoughts are exposed in separate chapters, while most other protagonists are mere killer robots seen thru external focalization by a strangely unenlightened narrator.)