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ABSTRACT

This dissertation analyzes the interactive relationship between narrative and spatiality in 

contemporary novels and films set in the southwestern region of the United States. While space 

and place have sometimes been regarded as static backgrounds of narrative events, what supports 

the entire study is the view of spatiality as an essential constitutive element of every fictional 

narrative and as a dynamic product of intersecting relations observed at the intratextual, 

intertextual, and extratextual levels. In Larry McMurtry’s and Peter Bogdanovich’s The Last 

Picture Show, the circular pattern repeated in the narrative prevents it from developing into a 

Bildungsroman and constructs a claustrophobic space, which can be opposed to the open space 

of freedom often identified with the West. Max Evans, in Bobby Jack Smith, You Dirty Coward!, 

constructs a parodic post-Western narrative and remaps the mythic West by juxtaposing various 

social relations that have often been repressed in classic Westerns. Leslie Marmon Silko’s 

Almanac of the Dead merges historiography with cartography in its attempt to retrieve the 

fragmented past and construct a space in which everything converges in the present. While the 

narrative space of Cormac McCarthy’s The Crossing emerges as a meshwork of intersecting lines 

of narrative that is always in the state of becoming, McCarthy’s No Country for Old Men and its 

film adaptation by Joel and Ethan Coen create a closed space of which there is no way out by 

mapping the narrative space with various signs, signals, and traces that always point at what 

remains off the map. And the U.S.-Mexico borderlands in Tommy Lee Jones’s The Three Burials 

of Melquiades Estrada are an uncanny space in which the familiar and the strange, the homely 

and the unhomely, and the real and the imaginary become inseparable. By juxtaposing these 
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heterogenous fictional cartographies, this study aims to map the polyphonic narrative space of 

the contemporary Southwest. The reading of individual texts here is partly informed by theories 

of spatiality developed in various fields. This study hopes to situate itself in the growing 

interdisciplinary field of literary geography as well as to make a contribution to the 

understanding of the individual works.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction: Narrative and Space in the U.S. Southwest

This is space as the sphere of a dynamic simultaneity, 
constantly disconnected by new arrivals, constantly waiting 
to be determined (and therefore always undetermined) by 
the construction of new relations. It is always being made 
and always therefore, in a sense, unfinished (except that 
“finishing” is not on the agenda). . . . Loose ends and 
ongoing stories.
                                                ―Doreen Massey, For Space

In his one-paragraph story titled “On Exactitude in Science” (1946), Jorge Luis Borges 

makes a brief but fascinating exploration into the relationship between the world and its 

cartographic representation. Disguised as a quotation from the record of a journey written in the 

seventeenth century by someone named Suárez Miranda, Borges’s story describes the fate of a 

map of an old empire. The cartographers of the fictional empire, in their pursuit of scientific 

exactitude, created “a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which 

coincided point for point with it” (325). The following generations, however, do not share the 

cartographers’ scientific passion, and they abandon the full-scale map. The map turns out to be a 

double failure, explicitly in its useless enormousness and implicitly in its impossible dream of 

reproducing the world as it is. Exposed to the elements, it slowly disintegrates with the passing 

of time. And Suárez Miranda or Borges’s narrator closes the story with a quietly surprising twist: 

“In the Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that Map, inhabited by 

Animals and Beggars; in all the Land there is no other Relic of the Disciplines of 

Geography” (325). The art of cartography and the academic field of geography seem to have 
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disappeared from the empire’s territory.

This fragmentary story is interesting in two respects. First, the story seems to say that the 

map is not the territory. Like literary or cinematic narratives, maps are representations. A map 

represents the world with its methods, conventions, and procedures. It also has its own 

limitations. No matter how exact the cartographers in Borges’s story try to be, the map that they 

produce—even if it is drawn to a scale of one to one—cannot replace the space it tries to 

represent. As Peter Turchi says while commenting on the story, the map “includes only surfaces; 

there would be no indication of the layers of rock under the soil, or the soil under water. It would 

not include the migratory paths of birds or the echo of boys’ voices” (37). The projection of the 

three-dimensional world onto a two-dimensional plane is inevitably accompanied by some 

process of selection and elimination. The map’s static surface cannot capture every entity and 

event in the world, which is constantly changing with the flow of time. Just as Borges’s fictional 

story itself pretends to be a quotation from the real record of an actual journey in the past, the 

map is, at best, only an imperfect imitation pretending to be the actual space that precedes it. 

This is what Mark Monmonier calls a cartographic paradox: “to present a useful and truthful 

picture, an accurate map must tell white lies” (1). The full-scale map is therefore flawed not only 

as a tool for finding one’s location in the world, but also as a faithful replica of the world.1

At the same time, the story seems to imply that the map can nevertheless become the 

territory. Following Jean Baudrillard’s analysis of Borges’s story, Mikio Wakabayashi says that it 

is actually the map that precedes the space it represents, and that the empire declines and falls 

1. As Peta Mitchell states, another obvious problem is that a perfect, coextensive map of 
the empire would have to include the image of the map itself, which, in turn, would have to 
contain itself again (24). This logical impossibility forms a quintessentially Borgesian paradox. 
For an overview of different interpretations of the fable, see P. Mitchell 22-26. 



 10

apart as a result of the disintegration of its cartographic representation (10-12). The story, 

however, does not make it clear whether the empire has really fallen apart and gone out of 

existence. What is more noteworthy is the enormous map’s transformation into “Tattered 

Ruins . . . inhabited by Animals and Beggars,” which suggests that the fragments of the map 

have become actual, physical, and habitable places on the ground. The map has appeared to be an 

imperfect copy of the world preceding it, but now it is absorbed into the world as its integral 

parts, as its constitutive elements. It creates new places—or rather, it might be the animals’ and 

the poor people’s unwittingly creative act that transforms the useless map into useful spaces of 

inhabitation. A representation becomes a part of what it represents. In displaying these apparently 

contradictory aspects simultaneously, Borges’s cartographic narrative embodies the interactive 

relationship between the map and the territory. If a map can create and become a part of the 

world, the story seems to be saying, then a fictional narrative might be able to do the same. The 

traveler-narrator’s gaze maps “all the Land” and calls the fictional empire into being.

This study concerns another set of cartographic pieces left in “the Deserts of the West.” It 

analyzes contemporary literary and cinematic works set in the southwestern region of the United 

States in terms of topography and cartography, the writing and mapping of space and place. Each 

of the works discussed below—the novels of Larry McMurtry, Max Evans, Leslie Marmon 

Silko, and Cormac McCarthy, and the films directed by Peter Bogdanovich, Joel and Ethan 

Coen, and Tommy Lee Jones—engages with spatiality in singular manners. Although space and 

place have sometimes been regarded as a static background and a set of plausible locations that 

support a story’s development in the dynamic flow of time, spatiality has to be considered as an 

essential constitutive element that shapes and structures narrative. By incorporating and 
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arranging various types of places, these works construct their own narrative spaces, each of 

which is a unique mapping of the Southwest. “A novel,” J. Hillis Miller says in Topographies, “is 

a figurative mapping” (19). Similarly, Tom Conley remarks in Cartographic Cinema, “Even if a 

film does not display a map as such, by nature it bears an implicit relation with cartography” (1). 

Each narrative text not just reflects the topography of the geographical region but also inscribes 

its own trajectories onto the space and thereby becomes a part of it. In this process, each text, 

whether explicitly or implicitly, opens up a dialogic space in which it interacts with prior 

narratives that have constituted the West and the Southwest. Through close readings of these 

novels and films, this study, which itself is another textual mapping of the Southwest, aims to 

clarify the interactive relationships between narrative and spatiality. These novelistic and 

cinematic texts, juxtaposed side by side, will form a meshwork of relationships that is a part of 

the narrative space of the contemporary Southwest.

Cartographic elements in novels and films may be classified into some categories that 

include, but are not limited to, the following: maps and other sources of geographical 

information that the author of a narrative may consult when composing it, including his or her 

firsthand spatial knowledge; real or fictional maps that are attached to books or shown in films as 

paratexts and are supposed to help the reader’s or the viewer’s understanding of narrative 

topographies; maps and other sources of geographical information that fictional characters 

consult, read, and interpret within fictional worlds; and comprehensive images of space that the 

interpreter gradually constructs by plotting out places and toponyms described or at least 

mentioned in narratives, which may or may not correspond to the actual, that is, the extratextual 

world. These categories are far from exhaustive, but even this rough and provisional inventory 
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shows that the construction of a narrative space always involves multiple factors and agents. The 

first category concerns the relationship between authors and texts and the one between the actual 

and fictional worlds. The next two types of mapping are the ones that exist within the textual 

space, and the last one is about the relationship between texts and interpreters and, again, the one 

between the fictional and actual worlds. The author, the text, and the interpreter cooperate in the 

construction of narrative space, while the textual space and the extratextual space constantly 

interact with each other. These processes can happen in any kind of narrative discourse.

The provisional list above also suggests that mapping is a concept that is both literal and 

figurative when it is brought into contact with fictional narratives. Books and films can contain 

actual maps that visually plot the places that figure in their stories, the locations where important 

events take place. This can be observed in many works of children’s literature and in most of the 

current editions of classic novels published, for instance, as Penguin Classics or Oxford World’s 

Classics. Fictional narratives can also embed maps within the stories and describe or display 

them either as important motifs or as inconspicuous details. The narrator of a novel might 

describe a character reading a map; similarly, a film might briefly display a map spread on a desk 

or hung on the wall in an interior shot. But novelistic and cinematic narratives can be 

cartographic without literally incorporating maps. Their language or image by itself can function 

as a cartographic and topographic device. When a novel describes the spatial configuration of a 

town, or when it traces one character’s movement from one place to another, it is already 

mapping its narrative space. And when, in the opening shot of a film, the camera pans across a 

landscape, the image is already offering a moment of mapping: “The power of the conventions of 

mapping and of the projection of place names are so great,” Miller remarks, “that we see the 
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landscape as though it were already a map . . .” (Topographies 4). As the narrative unfolds, these 

individual places and fragmentary pieces of mapped space are woven into a larger, more 

comprehensive narrative space through the collaboration between the author, the text, and the 

interpreter. To read a novel or to watch a film is to participate in this collaborative process of 

mapping.2 Spatiality is one of the most fundamental grounds from which every narrative comes 

into being. It is, in fact, so commonplace and matter-of-course that it is sometimes dismissed as 

inconsequential.

From time to time critics have underestimated the significance of space and place in 

narrative. This tendency partly derives from the view of space as a static entity, as a set of 

plausible locations that might be interchangeable with others. More fundamentally, however, it 

seems to have its roots in the deep-seated dichotomy between time and space. Summarizing 

Gérard Genette’s narratological theory, Peter Brooks, for instance, writes in Reading for the Plot 

as follows:

Genette’s study of narrative discourse in reference to Proust leads him to note that 

one can tell a story without any reference to the place of its telling, the location 

from which it is proffered, but that one cannot tell a story without indications of 

the time of telling in relation to the told . . . . While Genette’s point is valid and 

important in the context of linguistics and the philosophy of language, one might 

note that commonsensically the deep causes are evident to the point of banality, if 

2. Sheila Hones describes this process in Literary Geographies: “If fiction happens when 
it is read and if, as a result, it involves an interaction between author, text, and audience, then 
(because it is an interaction) it can be understood as an inherently spatial practice. Any kind of 
interaction involves relationships across distance, whether that distance is physical or relational, 
small or large. It is in this sense that space is necessary to fiction. Space, in other words, is the 
dimension that renders fiction possible” (23).
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also rather grim: that is, man is ambulatory, but he is mortal. Temporality is a 

problem, and an irreducible factor of any narrative statement, in a way that 

location is not. . . . (21-22)

It is certain that Brooks’s theory of narrative plot would not be possible without its strong 

emphasis on temporality and human mortality, but this focus on temporality does not have to be 

accompanied by the denigration of space.3 Even Mikhail Bakhtin—whose essay on the novelistic 

chronotope is regarded by one critic as “the greatest study ever written on space and 

narrative” (Moretti 35)—claims that “literature’s primary mode of representation is 

temporal” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 146; emphasis in orig.). Behind these statements is 

probably an assumption that space is a stable container in which narrative events take place in 

the flow of time. There is an implicit dichotomy between the dynamic nature of temporality and 

the static nature of spatiality, a contrast that often works in favor of the former. But what Brooks 

deems as a commonsensical banality should be replaced with another commonsensical 

statement: human beings are spatially as well as temporally bounded. An event in life takes place 

at a specific point in both time and space. Just because human beings are “ambulatory” it does 

not follow that they can escape from space and place. It is often impossible to be immune to the 

influences of the places where one is and has been, and there are many people whose ties with 

their places of habitation are so strong, for emotional or economic reasons, that they cannot think 

of living in any other place. Some people have been forced to migrate from one place to another 

for various reasons in the course of history, whereas others have been confined in specific places 

and robbed of mobility. In the same manner, an event in a fictional narrative has to take place at 

3. Chapter five, below, will deal with Brooks’s theory once again and bring it into 
conversation with other theories of narrative lines.
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some point in space, even when that point is not specifically described, or when the narrative 

space as a whole does not have a direct counterpart in the world outside the fictional text. 

Individual places are as important a factor in narrative as time is. Moreover, every fictional 

narrative not only reflects the extratextual world but also constructs its own space. To state that 

human mobility makes spatiality a less important problem than temporality is to disregard the 

complex interactions between human beings and space.4

This is, however, not to say that space is more fundamental than time. It is rather to say 

that time inheres in space, and that space inheres in time. If the two dimensions are thought 

together, space can take on a dynamic nature that has often been attributed exclusively to 

temporality. Despite his view that literature is primarily a temporal representation, Bakhtin’s 

discussion of the chronotope of the road—a chronotope that frequently appears in narratives of 

the U.S. West—shows how time can merge into space on the road: “Time, as it were, fuses 

together with space and flows in it (forming the road); this is the source of the rich metaphorical 

expansion on the image of the road as a course: ‘the course of a life,’ ‘to set out on a new course,’ 

‘the course of history’ and so on; varied and multi-leveled are the ways in which road is turned 

into a metaphor, but its fundamental pivot is the flow of time” (Dialogic Imagination 244). Even 

here Bakhtin clearly regards temporality as a more fundamental dimension, especially when he 

4. This is not a tendency observed in the field of literary criticism alone. Analyzing the 
views of space and time in some philosophical texts, Doreen Massey states as follows: “There 
are many who have pondered the challenges and delights of temporality. Sometimes this has 
been done through the lens of that strand of anthropocentric philosophical miserabilism which 
preoccupies itself with the inevitability of death. In other guises temporality has been extolled as 
the vital dimension of life, of existence itself. The argument here is that space is equally lively 
and equally challenging, and that, far from being dead and fixed, the very enormity of its 
challenges has meant that the strategies for taming it have been many, varied and 
persistent” (13-14; emphasis in orig.).
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says that it is time that forms the road. Yet the very reliance of time on “the image of the road,” 

the fact that time has to be mapped out as road in order to be observable by the reader of a novel, 

makes it difficult to determine whether time really precedes its spatial metaphor. It seems equally 

valid to say that it is the road and its trajectory in space that call time into being. Temporality and 

spatiality become inseparable in the road chronotope. Bakhtin also says that the road is an 

appropriate locus for “random encounters” and for “portraying events governed by chance” (243, 

244). The road not only gives shape to time but brings together “the spatial and temporal paths of 

the most varied people,” “[p]eople who are normally kept separate by social and spatial 

distance,” thereby leading to “the collapse of social distances” (243; emphasis in orig.). The 

Bakhtinian concept of open-ended dialogue thus implicitly enters his description of the road 

chronotope. According to this view, chance encounters on the road overcome spatio-temporal 

distances and open up a dialogic space of radical simultaneity. Since temporality already inheres 

in the road, such simultaneity does not imply a static flat surface or a lack of depth. The narrative 

space of a novel or a film then emerges as a dynamic meshwork of different intersecting 

trajectories. To read or view a fictional narrative is to map such textual space.

Bakhtin’s comment on the road chronotope and his dynamic view of narrative space 

resonate with what the geographer Doreen Massey deems as one of the most productive aspects 

of spatiality: “the happenstance juxtaposition of previously unrelated trajectories . . . which may 

enable ‘something new’ to happen” (94). More fundamentally, Massey’s analysis of spatiality 

provides some ideas that are useful for thinking about narrative space. In For Space, she 

summarizes her approach to space in three propositions: the first is that space is “the product of 

interrelations” happening at various scales, ranging “from the immensity of the global to the 
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intimately tiny”; the second is that it is “the sphere of the possibility of the existence of 

multiplicity in the sense of contemporaneous plurality” and “of coexisting heterogeneity”; and 

the third is that it is “always under construction. . . . It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps 

we could imagine space as a simultaneity of stories-so-far” (9). All of these statements 

emphasize the dynamic nature of spatiality as well as its multiplicity and heterogeneity. Here 

space is never a static container because it is always in a state of becoming; nor is it ever closed 

because it is what emerges as a web-like field of interactive relations, different trajectories, and 

every story that has been told so far. Just as every inhabitant of a space—whether human, animal, 

or plant—becomes part and parcel of it, each story told contributes to the construction of space 

in its own way. Spatiality is nothing less than the coeval, simultaneous juxtaposition of these 

different entities and stories.5 Massey’s refusal to attribute closedness or static coherence to 

spatiality forbids “only one history, one voice, one speaking position” to dominate; rather, she 

foregrounds the nature of space as “an open ongoing production” in order to make room for “a 

genuine multiplicity of trajectories, and thus potentially of voices” (42, 55). Somewhat like 

Bakhtin’s view of the novel as a genre, space as defined by Massey is potentially a field of open-

ended dialogue and polyphony.6

5. The notion of coevalness is one of Massey’s key terms, and it derives from the 
anthropological theory of time proposed by Johannes Fabian: “Coevalness concerns a stance of 
recognition and respect in situations of mutual implication. It is an imaginative space of 
engagement: it speaks of an attitude. And it is informed by a background conceptualisation of 
space and time. It is a political act” (Massey 69-70). See also Fabian 154-55.

6. Massey’s conception of space has much in common with the anthropologist Tim 
Ingold’s view of the environment. Ingold says in one place that “[t]he most fundamental thing 
about life is that it does not begin here or end there, but is always going on. And for the same 
reason, . . . environments are never complete but are continually under construction” (Perception 
172; emphasis in orig.). Chapter five, below, will deal with his theory of lines and bring it into 
dialogue with Cormac McCarthy’s novel.
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The juxtaposition of the spatial theories of Bakhtin and Massey seems to suggest that 

there is a certain similarity between the dynamic spaces inside and outside fictional texts. The 

reason for this similarity might seem self-evident, but it cannot be explained by saying that the 

space within a narrative is a reflection or a mirror of the extratextual space or the actual world. 

This reflective model of the relationship between the extratextual and intratextual spaces 

presupposes a unidirectional influence of the former on the latter. It regards narrative space as a 

stabilized copy of the real world and belies Massey’s conception of the extratextual space itself 

as “a simultaneity of stories-so-far.” It robs representation and space of their dynamic nature and 

therefore implicitly reestablishes the dichotomy between time and space. If space emerges from a 

juxtaposition of multiple stories, every story is an integral part of space and cannot be detached 

from it. This is a fundamental problem in thinking about narrative cartography, about the 

representation of space in fiction. Massey states that “what we might have called representation 

is no longer a process of fixing, but an element in a continuous production; a part of it all, and 

itself constantly becoming. This is a position which rejects a strict separation between world and 

text . . .” (28). If there is no “strict separation between world and text,” the process of 

representation—whether it is a novel, a film, or a map—is an constitutive element of the world 

itself. This is reminiscent of Borges’s fragments of the imperial map, useless pieces of 

cartographic representation that turn into inhabitable places. The relationship between the 

intratextual and extratextual dimensions of space has to be regarded as mutual and interactive. 

They are inseparable and dependent on each other. Bakhtin’s fictional topography resembles 

Massey’s theory of spatiality not because the former is a derivation of the latter or because the 

latter precedes the former; it is because each constitutes the other in a network of interactive 
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relationships.

In other words, a narrative is not only a space within which fictional events take place. It 

is itself “an event, a happening” in actual time and space (Massey 28). The literary geographer 

Sheila Hones also claims that the novel is “a spatial event” that takes place “in the course of 

sociospatial and intertextual interactions” (11). Every narrative space is then accompanied by its 

intratextual, intertextual, and extratextual dimensions.7 Each novel or film maps its own narrative 

space, which gradually emerges from interactive relations between different trajectories within 

the text. This intratextual space is an ongoing production that is open to its outside. Firstly, the 

intratextual space is always in some kind of interrelations with the extratextual world, while not 

completely overlapping with it. The narrative space of a realistic work of fiction is not a direct, 

unmediated representation of the actual world. Symmetrically, even science fiction or fantasy 

cannot be totally separated from the physically accessible world as long as it deals with some 

aspect of human (or nonhuman) life, and as long as it is constructed by language or imagery. 

Every fictional space is “a blend of fact and fiction, memory and projection, the verifiable and 

the imagined” (Hones 51). Secondly, every intratextual space is already an integral part of some 

intertextual space of open-ended dialogue, a thread in the network of relations between what 

Massey has called “stories-so-far.” Every time a new story is told about a particular space or 

place, it is brought into conversation with other stories that have been told about it, although such 

interaction between different textual spaces can be either explicit or implicit. And finally, this 

7. These three words—intratextual, intertextual, and extratextual—derive from Hones’s 
terminology, but the use of these terms here somewhat differs from hers. In her study of literary 
geography, the extratextual is used to refer to “the sociospatial dimension of the collaboration of 
author, editor, critic, and reader” (8). It is therefore a concept that focuses on the processes of 
production and reception of literary texts. Here, however, the term is used more broadly and 
loosely to refer to the space that exists outside individual texts.
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intertextual space, in turn, is an integral part of the extratextual space. As has been observed in 

Massey’s theory of spatiality, the extratextual space is what can be mapped as a coeval 

juxtaposition of interrelations between different stories and trajectories. The network constituted 

by the intertextual space contributes to the ongoing production of this extratextual space. Even 

when a fictional text seems to construct a closed, claustrophobic space within itself, it is 

implicitly open to its outside in its engagement with other textual spaces and in its interactions 

with the texture of the world itself.

All of these theoretical arguments might appear to be obvious and self-evident, but they 

are necessary in order to reject the view of space in fiction as a container, a static background, or 

a set of plausible locations. Space now emerges as what constitutes narrative and what is 

constituted by narrative at the same time. It is this interactive process that matters when thinking 

about narrative space. Although there are many critics who approach the issue of spatiality in 

literary and cinematic narrative with different methods, narrative cartography in this study can be 

provisionally defined as an attempt at describing the interactions between such different 

dimensions of spatiality.

Spatiality can be examined in narrative texts created in or about any place. In this sense, 

the spatial readings of some contemporary narratives of the U.S. Southwest and the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands in the following chapters are only case studies. But the region poses its own set of 

problems. First of all, it is almost impossible to define what the Southwest is. As Mark Busby 

remarks, it is a geographical concept that “exists clearly in the imagination but is often difficult 

to define” (“I” 47). Some might say that Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona are the Southwest, 

whereas others might claim that Oklahoma, Nevada, or California has to be included in the 
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region. It has no clear-cut boundary on which everyone can agree but still can function as a 

toponym and evoke various images in people’s mind. Just as the shape of the West has been 

contingent on that of its opposite, the East, and gradually changed over the course of history, the 

Southwest is a relative spatial concept that exists somewhere between the real and the imaginary. 

This leads to a second question, which is posed by Reed Way Dasenbrock: “For whom is it the 

Southwest? What is the Southwest southwest of?” (123). It was not the Southwest for the 

indigenous peoples living there before the arrivals of Spanish and Anglo-American people, since 

“[i]t was the center of their world”; similarly, for some of those who are of Spanish and/or 

Mexican descent, it has been the North, el norte (Dasenbrock 123-24). Therefore, Dasenbrock 

answers, the Southwest has been the Southwest only for the Anglo-Americans who named the 

region “according to its direction away from the centers of power and population,” which 

suggests that “the Southwest has been treated virtually as a colonial possession by those it is 

southwest of” (124). The toponym is not a neutral label because it bears a trace and imprint of 

power relationships. Even the term the Southwest does not refer to a self-evident, objective 

geographical entity.

Dasenbrock’s brief discussion of the toponym and what it conceals indicates that there 

are multiple ways to look at the southwestern borderlands. The region could be the Center (or 

Home) or the North, depending on the perspective from which it is regarded. It emerges as a 

simultaneous juxtaposition of heterogenous lives, trajectories, and (hi)stories, or what Mary 

Louise Pratt calls a “contact zone”:

It invokes the space and time where subjects previously separated by geography 

and history are co-present, the point at which their trajectories now intersect. The 
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term “contact” foregrounds the interactive, improvisational dimensions of 

imperial encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by accounts of conquest and 

domination told from the invader’s perspective. A “contact” perspective 

emphasizes how subjects get constituted in and by their relations to each other. (8)

Pratt’s concept of the contact zone seems to have much in common with Massey’s view of space 

in general, particularly in its emphasis on interactive relations and its refusal to allow only one 

voice to dominate. The trajectories of indigenous peoples, internal and external migrants, and 

transient visitors and travelers intersect in and constitute this spatial concept. To think of the 

Southwest as a space as defined by Massey is also to see it as a contact zone.

This perspective is necessary because so many stories about the Southwest have been 

“told from the invader’s perspective.” Most of such stories are novelistic and cinematic 

narratives that can be subsumed under the genre of the Western, which is “the sole popular genre 

marked in geographical terms” (L. Mitchell, Westerns 4). Despite the genre’s topographic name, 

as Lee Clark Mitchell states, there is a certain discrepancy between the intratextual West and the 

extratextual West: “Actual landscapes are everywhere recast in the Western, which conceives of 

setting not as authentic locale but as escapist fantasy. The West in the Western matters less as 

verifiable topography than as space removed from cultural coercion, lying beyond ideology (and 

therefore, of course, the most ideological of terrains)” (Westerns 8). The symbolic topography 

has replaced the actual topography of the West and the Southwest in the popular imagination.8 

8. In Gunfighter Nation, Richard Slotkin describes this process of replacement as follows: 
“For most Americans—to the perpetual dismay of westerners—the West became a landscape 
known through, and completely identified with, the fictions created about it. Indeed, once that 
mythic space was well established in the various genres of mass culture, the fictive or mythic 
West became the scene in which new acts of mythogenesis would occur—in effect displacing 
both the real contemporary region and the historical Frontier as factors in shaping the on-going 
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But if space is something that emerges as a network of different trajectories and “stories-so-far,” 

the different Southwests in Westerns have to be considered as an integral part of the actual 

Southwest, however distant from “verifiable topography” they might be. The images of the 

mythical Southwest have been so frequently propagated and ingrained in people’s imagination 

through cultural products that they cannot be isolated from the region itself. Indeed, the 

contemporary novelist Cormac McCarthy straightforwardly confirms the lure of the mythical 

West in an interview. He says that it is exactly what has attracted him to the Southwest: “‘I’ve 

always been interested in the Southwest,’ McCarthy says blandly. ‘There isn’t a place in the 

world you can go where they don’t know about cowboys and Indians and the myth of the 

West’” (R. Woodward). In this sense, too, the Southwest is a blend of fact and fiction, existing 

somewhere between the real and the imaginary. To write another novel or to create another film 

about the region, then, is to add a new thread, a new event, to the intertextual space constituted 

by the stories that have been told so far, and thereby to participate in the ongoing production of 

this contact zone.

Most of the narrative texts discussed in this study can be categorized as what some critics 

have called post-Westerns, a group of literary and cinematic narratives that come after the 

heyday of the classic Western and define themselves against it. Of course, the classic Western 

itself is far from stable or monolithic, and it is difficult to say when or whether it really ended. 

The genre embodies “a peculiarly flexible form” (L. Mitchell, Westerns 5), which has changed 

over the course of history so as to accommodate, to give expression to, or sometimes to conceal 

various cultural and ideological issues. Nevertheless, the classic Western can be defined at least 

as an epic genre set in the U.S. West that deals in one way or another with the question of how 

discourse of cultural history” (61-62).
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the U.S. as a nation came to be: “The origin story of the United States,” Neil Campbell remarks, 

“was solidified in the Western, materialized in the actions of its heroes and villains, and 

naturalized through its specific geomystical symbolic locations” (11; emphases in orig.). It tells 

the stories of migrants from the East who have tamed the lands, fought against those whom they 

regarded as enemies, and established more or less stable communities in the West. In other 

words, traditional Westerns are epic “accounts of conquest and domination told from the 

invader’s perspective” (Pratt 8), which trace the process by which the western lands have been 

transformed into the homes of those who have come from the East. In contrast, a post-Western is 

a revisionist narrative that opens up and engages in a critical dialogue with the legacies of its 

precursors. It reexamines political and ideological implications inherent in the traditional 

Western, disinters what has been buried or repressed in it, and presents counter-narratives and 

different trajectories that compete and coexist with those of the predecessors. Discussing Chris 

Eyre’s Smoke Signals (1998), Susan Kollin, for instance, defines the post-Western film as “a film 

that acknowledges Hollywood’s legacy in constructing Indian identity but that resists this 

hegemony in an effort to seek another form of storytelling” (“Dead Man” 142). Such alternative 

forms of storytelling transform the frontiers that have been constructed in Westerns into contact 

zones of different voices. As another definition, Campbell argues that the post-Western is 

characterized by “its ‘wounded,’ ‘haunting’ past scarring the present” (13). Because of the 

genre’s close attention to the enduring presence of the past in the present, “the presumed home 

(the geography of established western hope) is unsettled by the examination of salient fragments 

unearthed to question its cohesion, closure, and solidity” (N. Campbell 26). The homes and 

communities established in classic Westerns are disturbed and made unhomely in post-Westerns. 
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Post-Westerns tell uncanny stories.9

The relationship between the traditional Western and the post-Western is then somewhat 

similar to the one between the epic and the modern novel. Georg Lukács’s famous statement—

that the novel as a genre is an expression of “transcendental homelessness” (41)—can be equally 

applied to contemporary narratives of the Southwest.10 Homelessness is indeed a thematic thread 

that runs through the texts analyzed in this study. Unlike the epic hero, whose trajectory is “not a 

personal destiny but the destiny of a community” (Lukács 66), the protagonists of post-Westerns 

are often isolated and cannot feel at home in their world. Alienation and estrangement are 

essential elements in these narratives, in which the sense of spatial totality has been lost. While 

this is what happens in each intratextual space, homelessness plays an important role at the level 

of the intertextual as well. This is because the apparent and illusory coherence of the epic and 

mythic space that has been constituted by the “stories-so-far” is punctured and forced open by 

the alternative trajectories and different voices that post-Western narratives weave into the 

intertextual space. This is a space in which multiple voices coexist and resonate, no longer 

dominated by “the invader’s perspective” alone. This is, of course, not to say that the post-

Western can or does replace its precursor. The traces left by Westerns, however problematic they 

might be, are already an essential part of the “stories-so-far” and cannot be separated from the 

space that they have constructed. But what needs to be stressed is that the coeval juxtaposition of 

different trajectories and voices is one of the essential aspects of the narrative space of the 

9. Chapters two and three, below, deal directly with the intertextual relationships between 
some classic narratives of the West, on the one hand, and the novels of Larry McMurtry and Max 
Evans and the film of Peter Bogdanovich, on the other hand. And the issue of the uncanny 
becomes central in chapter seven. 

10. For a concise analysis of the spatial aspects of Lukács’s theory of the novel, see Tally 
62-64.
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Southwest. These different texts enter an open-ended dialogue across time and space, a dialogue 

that is both political and aesthetic. Part of the intertextual space is woven by such process of 

interaction and cross-contamination between different genres of narrative.11 And together they 

constitute the narrative space of the Southwest.

Each of the novelistic and cinematic texts discussed in the following chapters is a unique 

figurative and cinematographic mapping of the contemporary Southwest. The selection of these 

texts is inevitably arbitrary. There are many other novels and films that could be included here. 

The arrangement of the chapters in chronological order is also arbitrary to an extent and is not 

meant to suggest a developmental view of literary or film history. The six chapters can be loosely 

grouped into three pairs, according to their thematic concerns: the first one focuses on 

intertextual spaces, the relationship between Westerns and post-Westerns; the second deals more 

directly with narrative mapping, while also addressing the relationship between time and space, 

historiography and cartography; and the third gradually shifts its focus to the unmappable or 

what Miller calls “the atopical” (Topographies 7), space that remains off the map but 

nevertheless emerges from narrative. But all of these chapters weave a web of shared thematic 

threads that center around spatiality. By juxtaposing close readings of these narrative 

cartographies, this study aims to address some salient issues concerning space and place and 

11. Perhaps it is small wonder that Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, the pair who marked 
one of the beginnings of the novelistic genre, appear more than once in their modern incarnations 
in the following chapters. In Meditations on Quixote, José Ortega y Gasset comments on the 
relationship between the epic and the realistic novel: “The ingenuous manner of experiencing 
imaginary and significant things is found in the novel of adventure, the tale, the epic; the oblique 
manner in the realistic novel. So it is not only that Quixote was written against the books of 
chivalry, and as a result bears them within it, but that the novel as a literary genre consists 
essentially of such an absorption” (139). Similarly, the post-Western not only opposes but 
incorporates the traditional Western within itself.
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thereby become itself—as at least a partial map of a space of different trajectories, voices, and 

“stories-so-far”—an integral part of the polyphonic narrative space of the Southwest.

Set in a fictional small town in Texas, Larry McMurtry’s The Last Picture Show (1966) 

and Peter Bogdanovich’s film adaptation (1971) represent a closed space of entrapment. Chapter 

two, “Small-Town Depression,” is an attempt to map this narrative space pervaded by a strong 

atmosphere of depression: depression in its economic, psychological, and topographical senses. 

Every attempt to escape from the depressing influence of the town is doomed to failure in this 

narrative. The circular pattern repeated throughout these texts circumscribes the characters in 

both time and space and prevents the entire story from developing into a linear trajectory 

characteristic of the Bildungsroman. At the same time, as its title suggests, The Last Picture 

Show engages in a conversation with cinematic legacies that have constituted the images of the 

West. The claustrophobic nature of the space depicted by McMurtry and Bogdanovich is 

highlighted by its juxtaposition with the open space of freedom and development, which has 

often been identified with the region in traditional Westerns.

The next chapter, “The Hi Lo Palimpsest,” discusses Max Evans’s Bobby Jack Smith, You 

Dirty Coward! (1974), a parodic post-Western novel set in a fictional small town in New 

Mexico. Although sharing a similar small-town setting, Evans’s novel marks a striking contrast 

with The Last Picture Show in its depiction of the region as a utopian space for new beginnings. 

The chapter partly draws on Frederick Jackson Turner’s conception of the West as a spatial 

palimpsest and pays close attention to the intertextual space that Evans creates in this novel with 

his reinterpretations of Owen Wister’s The Virginian (1902) and Stendhal’s The Red and the 

Black (1830). While radically remapping Wister’s monological West in its realist effort to 
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recover and juxtapose the class, gender, and ethnic interrelations often suppressed in classic 

Westerns, Evans’s novel also continues the representation of the West as a space of regeneration. 

What emerges here is a utopian space where new communities can come into being as spatial 

events constituted by different voices and heterogeneous trajectories.

A novel much more expansive in its geographical and temporal dimensions, Leslie 

Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead (1991) is an attempt at counter-mapping, a story that tries 

to retrieve the fragmented spaces and histories of the indigenous peoples of the Americas. 

Chapter four, “Five Hundred Year Map,” examines the intersection of spatiality and temporality, 

of cartography and historiography, in Silko’s novel. Using some theories of cartography as an 

analytical framework, the chapter discusses how maps function as a medium that connects parts 

and wholes, fragments and totalities, and individuals and communities in this novel. Although 

cartography has often been complicit in domination and oppression, the essential function of 

mapping here is to mediate the localized and the comprehensive. Cartography can be turned 

against itself. This observation is also expanded into an analysis of the novel’s unique method of 

narration and of the function of history in the narrative. Opposing those who tell people to forget 

the past, the novel gradually constructs a space in which everything converges in the present.

Chapter five, “Ways of Life, Lines of Stories,” presents a reading of Cormac McCarthy’s 

The Crossing (1994) as a novel woven by countless intersecting lines of stories and spatial 

movements. Primarily referring to the protagonist’s repeated crossing of the border between the 

U.S. and Mexico, the novel’s title is also interpreted here as indicating the crossings of these 

heterogenous lines within the narrative space. The chapter brings the novel into conversation 

with various theories of narrative lines. At first, this novel seems to emphasize the irreversible 
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linear flow of time with the continuous process of loss and alienation that afflicts its protagonist. 

At the same time, however, as the narrative unfolds and repeatedly digresses into many stories 

placed within the story, the novel juxtaposes different types of lines that refuse to progress 

toward preset destinations: chiastic lines, boustrophedonic lines, parabolic lines, and lines of 

different interpretations. All of these lines contribute to the production of the narrative space, 

which is in a perpetual state of becoming that never ends.

The next chapter, “Signs and Wonders,” continues with another novel of McCarthy’s, No 

Country for Old Men (2005), and its film adaptation by Joel and Ethan Coen (2007), focusing, 

this time, on signs and signals. The narrative space of No Country is a hunting ground that tests 

the characters’ ability to detect and map various signs and traces pointing toward the absent 

presence of the objects of their search. Both the novel and the film construct the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands by following the hunters’ loss of home and restless movement through the desert, 

towns, roads, and motels. But their chase is always doomed to failure. The ghostly traces 

emphasize not only the unmappable nature of the objects the hunters are looking for, but also the 

enduring presence of the past in the present and therefore the impossibility of escaping from the 

past. While the two versions of No Country have different emphases and methods of 

representation, what emerges here, as in The Last Picture Show, is a closed space of which there 

is no way out. It is a haunted landscape of violence that contains much more than meets the eye.

This focus on the unmappable becomes more pronounced in the final chapter, “We’re 

Always a Long Way from Home,” a close reading of a post-Western border film directed by 

Tommy Lee Jones, The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (2005). The film begins as a 

murder mystery and then unfolds as a road narrative that maps the characters’ journey in search 
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of the eponymous character’s home, which eventually turns out to be unmappable. With its 

unique structure and narrative, Jones’s film transforms the U.S.-Mexico borderlands into a space 

of the uncanny, where what has been familiar turns out to be strange and what has been homely 

proves to be unhomely. While the narrative addresses the political issues that come out of 

attempts to separate the strange from the familiar, it also captures some fleeting moments of 

utopian coexistence. In such moments, fictional, memorial, and actual topographies merge into 

one another and become inseparable. The strange is already inherent in the familiar, the fictional 

in the real. The film’s narrative space is constituted by the simultaneous coexistence of these 

heterogeneous elements.

In recent years, the issue of spatiality in narrative has become one of the topics most 

frequently debated by critics, and some critical trends that deal with the topic now coexist side 

by side in the academic space.12 Although this study hopes to contribute to these trends, it is more 

interested in the close reading of individual novelistic and cinematic texts in terms of spatiality. 

Reading a narrative cartographically and topographically is an exploration into the poetics of 

space: how space and place structure and construct narrative, and how narrative, in turn, shapes 

and defines space and place. By juxtaposing the six southwestern cartographies, this study aims 

to shed light on the complex relationships between space, narrative, and human beings as they 

are manifested in the contemporary U.S. Southwest. 

12. There are, however, implicit disciplinary boundaries that divide practitioners of 
literary geography into different groups. For a discussion of this issue, see Hones 163-79. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Small-Town Depression: Topography of Entrapment in The Last Picture Show

You can’t go home again even if you stay there, and now 
that everyplace is the same, there’s no place to run.
                                ―James Crumley, The Last Good Kiss

Set in a fictional small town in northern Texas of the early 1950s, Larry McMurtry’s The 

Last Picture Show (1966) and Peter Bogdanovich’s film of the same title (1971) depict the 

relationship between the topography of a small town and the frustrated desire of its residents. 

Open space that has been an essential characteristic of classic Western narratives is gone, and 

Thalia, Texas in the novel and Anarene, Texas in the film are claustrophobic places that entrap 

and depress its residents, especially the central figure named Sonny Crawford, who tries to but 

cannot escape from the town. The characters try to break free from the emptiness of small-town 

life by sexual escapades, movies, and trips away from the community, but the solace that these 

attempts provide is, if any, only temporary, often strengthening the feelings of emptiness, 

boredom, and depression. Wherever they go, the town haunts them and will not let them loose. It 

makes them want to leave but will not allow them to leave, and this paradoxical nature of the 

small town is most strongly felt by Sonny. McMurtry’s depressive topography of the town is also 

a textual mapping of Texas that inscribes itself onto the layers of precursory and more romantic 

narratives of the West. Just as the town is caught between its past and an uncertain future, Sonny 

remains entrapped between adolescence and manhood. The cartographic strategy adopted in the 

narrative is to draw circles within a circle, showing how the characters are enclosed within them. 

Deliberately failing to be a story of a young man’s initiation into manhood, The Last Picture 
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Show presents the topography of closed space in contemporary Texas.1

As J. Hillis Miller says, the word topography etymologically “combines the Greek word 

topos, place, with the Greek word graphein, to write,” and the word has come to refer to the 

mapping of places with linguistic and graphic signs as well as to what is mapped by such signs 

(Topographies 3-4). The Last Picture Show is a topographic narrative that writes and maps 

places, and this becomes apparent first of all from its use of toponyms. The town in which most 

of the events of the narrative take place is supposed to be modeled on Archer City, Texas, the 

town of McMurtry’s own childhood, but the novel and the film replace the toponym with Thalia 

and Anarene. The word Thalia has two meanings in Ancient Greek. It is the name of one of the 

nine Muses, the Muse of comedy, and one of the three Graces is also named Thalia, which means 

the blooming one. As some critics have pointed out, this is an ironic choice (Crawford 52; Peavy, 

“Larry McMurtry” 224). Although the bleak tone of the narrative is far from that of comedy, 

Thalia is an appropriate name if comedy as a genre includes satires (Dubose 43), and Thalia is a 

withering town, rather than a blooming one. As for the choice of Anarene in the film, according 

to Girish Shambu, it is intended as Bogdanovich’s “nod to Abilene in Red River.” In Howard 

Hawks’s Red River (1948), Abilene, Kansas figures as the final destination of the cattle drive, 

1. Some critics have interpreted The Last Picture Show as a story of initiation. While 
Charles D. Peavy, for example, focuses on Sonny’s sexual initiation through his relationships 
with female characters (“Coming of Age” 180-88), D. Gene England emphasizes Sam the Lion’s 
role as the wise old man who initiates Sonny into manhood (40-48). But the point of the 
narrative, as will be argued, is that Sonny’s initiation into manhood remains incomplete or is 
annulled at the end. Sonny, as his name implies, remains a child, a son. McMurtry says that the 
starting point of The Last Picture Show was “a couple of Winesburgian short stories” (Film Flam 
172). Some of the characters in the novel indeed seem to have their precursors in Sherwood 
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919), but unlike George Willard, who leaves his small town after 
his mother’s death, Sonny is characterized by his inability to move or to grow up. It is necessary 
to distinguish The Last Picture Show from other Bildungsromane or stories of initiation like 
Winesburg, Ohio.
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and the word Anarene certainly echoes the word Abilene. In addition to these classical and 

cinematic allusions, another point about these toponyms is that Thalia and Anarene exist as real 

places in Texas, both of them not so far away from Archer City. Thalia is located in Foard 

County, about sixty miles northwest of Archer City, and Anarene, now a ghost town, used to be a 

small community located about eight miles south of Archer City. While the allusion to Red River 

evokes an image of a richer past, when the open space around the country has been associated 

with freedom and not with emptiness, the toponym, when connected with the ghost town, seems 

to suggest a bleak future for the community, a vision perhaps much darker than the one provided 

by the novel. The transplantation of these toponyms from real places and from other texts implies 

that the real and fictional topographies are inextricably mixed in The Last Picture Show, that this 

narrative space is at once based on and inscribed upon the extratextual geography of the region.2

Thalia and Anarene are characterized first of all by their emptiness, and the novel opens 

and ends with a strong sense of closure. After participating in “his last game of football” as a 

high school student, Sonny drives through the deserted streets of Thalia, feeling that he is “the 

only human creature in the town” (1). Football is one of the most important events in this 

otherwise uneventful small town, and the fact that he will no longer be an active part of it marks 

the beginning of his isolation from the community to which he has belonged. The season in 

which the novel begins, late November, also suggests a time of decline and bleakness, with its 

cold wind and dust. The narrator, however, emphasizes that it is not so much his feeling after the 

2. In the foreword to In a Narrow Grave, McMurtry muses upon how place and fiction 
are inextricably connected for him: “For myself, the novel is a habitation . . . . I can never be 
quite sure whether home is a place or a form: the novel, or Texas. In daily life the two become 
crucially but vaguely related, and it is difficult to say with precision where place stops supporting 
fiction and fiction starts embodying place” (15).
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last game but “the look of the town” with its “completely empty” streets that makes him “feel so 

strange and alone” (1). Sonny’s pickup truck, which is “not at its best on cold morning” (1), 

refuses to function smoothly and can stop at any moment, already implying that he will have 

trouble with movement in this narrative (Stout 42). The feelings of isolation, loneliness, and 

emptiness that are caused by the town at this point only increase in the course of the narrative, to 

the point of making him feel “[s]cared to death” at the end (McMurtry, Last Picture Show 277). 

Bogdanovich’s film captures this atmosphere with the paired opening and final shots of the 

windswept main street of Anarene without any human figures, the former panning from right to 

left and the latter moving in reverse from left to right and ending with the view of the town’s 

only movie theater, which is now closed. The evocation of the sense of emptiness and ending at 

both the beginning and the end frames and encloses the whole narrative, reinforcing the 

claustrophobic nature of the place. The film’s penultimate shot of Ruth Popper (Cloris 

Leachman) and Sonny (Timothy Bottoms)—the latter immobile and speechless with a paralyzed 

look on his face—dissolves and recedes into the background of the last shot, becoming a screen 

within the screen, framed by the image of the empty town. The season is again late fall, 

suggesting that the narrative has drawn a full circle in time. The framed narrative unmercifully 

emphasizes the small town’s physical and mental entrapment of Sonny.

The small town afflicts not only Sonny but also other citizens with its emptiness. The 

town’s deserted main street, which is nevertheless “the only street in Thalia with businesses on 

it” (1), is a sign of the place’s economic depression. As Sam the Lion explains in one scene in the 

novel, there are no bright prospects for the town: “The oil fields are about to dry up and the cattle 

business looks like it’s going to peter out” (62-63). The two types of business that have 
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supported the town’s economy are approaching their end, and young people with ambition would 

escape from the declining town to bigger cities. Those who remain there are forced to face the 

town’s continuing downfall, and one of the words most frequently used in the narrative to 

describe the characters’ emotional state is also depression. In the novel, the state of depression is 

often triggered by the loss or disappearance of something dear to a person or by a person’s 

inability to acquire something that he or she strongly desires. In “Mourning and Melancholia,” 

Sigmund Freud suggests that melancholia, which is “characterized by a profoundly painful 

depression,” can be regarded as “a reaction to the loss of a beloved object” (204, 205). The cause 

of loss is not limited to someone’s death and can be “more notional in nature,” including “all the 

situations of insult, slight, setback and disappointment” (205, 211). The sense of ending and loss 

that pervades the whole story and the characters’ desire that is frequently frustrated by the place’s 

emptiness comprise the depressive nature of the small town in this narrative. In addition to its 

economic and psychological senses, the term depression refers to a landform that is lower than 

its surrounding area in geology, whose contour line often takes a circular shape. Although the 

geography of The Last Picture Show is, as Lois Farrow says at one point in the novel, generally 

“flat and empty” (48), the topographical depression serves as a metaphor for the situation of 

entrapment from which it is difficult to climb out. The empty small town depresses its residents 

economically, psychologically, and spatially. In order to fill the void that is associated with their 

depression, the characters resort to whatever means of escape that is available to them. Sexual 

adventures, trips to other places, and films are the three realms of escapism that seem to promise 

the town’s citizens a way out of their depressing life. These methods of flight, however, usually 

offer only temporary comfort, often depressing them further. McMurtry and Bogdanovich 
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emphasize how the dream of escape is just an illusion.

The novel looks like a catalogue of sexual desire and is filled with various types of sexual 

activity, so much so that one critic goes so far as to say that The Last Picture Show is not so 

much a novel as an anatomy, “an encyclopedic investigation of one specific human concern, 

specifically, the sexual attitudes and activities of Texas in the 1950’s” (Fritz 14). Sexual activities 

seem to offer the characters a momentary escape from the boredom of their life. “In the cloying 

confines of Thalia,” Charles D. Peavy says, “the only outlet for frustrations, loneliness, boredom, 

even hatred—for both adolescents and adults—is sex” (“Coming of Age” 181). Rather than 

leading them to an outlet for their frustrations, however, sexual desire usually leaves the 

characters more frustrated than before, for the real objects of their desire always flee from their 

grasp. After a brief dream of escape, they are often left with vicarious objects, or with nothing; 

the futility of such sexual adventures parallels that of the spatial flights described in the narrative 

in showing the characters’ inability to escape from their present condition. It is necessary to 

examine first how the narrative maps its depressive topography with individual places—lakes, 

ponds, roads, motels, and other indoor or domestic spaces—and how such topography is 

associated with the characters’ frustrated desire.

In the flat topography of northern Texas, geological depressions often exist as lakes and 

ponds. The first example of such depressions appears near the beginning of the story, when 

Sonny and his girlfriend drive out to a lake to flirt with each other after watching a film at Sam’s 

movie theater. In the novel, the young characters’ sexual desire is often associated with cinematic 

imagination. Sonny’s girlfriend, Charlene Duggs, who only allows him to touch her dugs or 

breasts, is “always getting worked up in picture shows,” and she has become excited when she 
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has found a slight resemblance between Sonny sitting beside herself and Steve Cochran on the 

screen (18). Sonny’s gaze, in the meantime, has been fixed on the figure of Ginger Rogers. But 

the romantic world made in Hollywood is far away from their own life. Just as Sonny and 

Charlene are not Steve Cochran and Ginger Rogers, they are stuck with vicarious lovers in their 

real life: “What depressed him was that it had just become clear to him that Charlene really 

wanted to go with Duane, just as he himself really wanted to go with Jacy” (21). While “the 

choppy lake lay in darkness,” Sonny tries to “shrug off his depression by beginning the little 

routine they always went through” in the confined space inside the pickup (21). The narrator’s 

subsequent description of their “little routine,” with its repetitive use of the auxiliary verb would, 

suggests the iterative, almost ritualistic nature of their flirtation. After allowing Sonny to touch 

her breasts for a while, Charlene always makes him drive her home: “Sometimes she indulged in 

an engulfing kiss or two on the doorstep, knowing that she could fling herself inside the house if 

a perilously high wave of passion threatened to sweep over her” (21). The water of the lake 

seems to have seeped into the narrator’s metaphors, in such phrases as “engulfing kiss,” “high 

wave of passion,” and “sweep over.” Charlene’s consistent avoidance of the “high wave of 

passion” makes Sonny “bored” with the ritual without knowing it (22). They are entrapped in a 

relationship that does not flow anywhere, and their romance stagnates like the water in the lake. 

Depressed and bored by the gap between fantasy and reality, Sonny suggests that they should 

break up. The lake functions here as a topographical metaphor for a stagnant relationship.

Another metaphorical use of a depression appears in the scene that describes Sam the 

Lion’s annual fishing trip with Sonny and Billy to a stock tank near the town. The trip, repeated 

“year after year to the same tank” (151), implies that this is another ritualistic event in the story. 
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The tank’s water stagnates without disturbing the corks bobbing on its surface, and they can 

never catch a good fish in this “worst stocked fishing tank in the whole county” (151). This is the 

only pastoral scene in the whole narrative, but it is also characterized by its depressing effect on 

Sam. Apparently an embodiment of old values in the West, Sam is one of the most positively 

drawn characters in the story. But he has lived through various changes in Texas, first as a 

rancher, then as a man engaged in the oil business and as an automobile agent, and now as the 

owner of the town’s pool hall, movie theater, and café. He has lost three sons in the past, who are 

replaced in the present with his three surrogate sons: Billy, Sonny, and Duane Moore. His career 

not only parallels the social changes in Texas but also traces the process of his gradual 

confinement into closed space; this ex-rancher, who used to be a man of open space, has first 

become a provider of the tools for movement—gasoline and automobiles—for others, and now 

he lives in a confined space at the town’s center. The ritualistic trip to the stock pond provides 

him with an opportunity to reminisce about the past: “I’m just as sentimental as anybody else,” 

he says, “when it comes to old times” (153). Since Sam used to be the owner of the land where 

the pond is located, the sunken ground reminds him of his own economic downfall and of his 

confined status in the present. The place also functions as a reminder of his confinement in old 

age. Sonny’s act reminds him of his own act in the past, when he used to come to the place with 

“a young lady,” who later turns out to be Lois Farrow (153). The youth of Sonny and the 

memories of his own happy adulterous relationship in the past torment and frustrate him in the 

present, forcing him to curse, “I don’t want to be old. It don’t fit me!” (153). Unlike the young 

boys like Sonny and Duane, he does not travel to other places, and the annual trip to the stock 

pond is the only opportunity for him to get out of the town. As Todd Womble says, Sam “has 
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become trapped inside of Thalia” in his old age (98).

This scene is an important one in Bogdanovich’s film, too. The film shows Sam the Lion 

(Ben Johnson) sitting on the trunk or limb of a fallen tree and talking to Sonny about the place’s 

past. As he looks up and says, “You wouldn’t believe how this country’s changed,” the film’s cut 

to a pan shot of the landscape around the pond suggests Sam’s gaze surveying the place and 

comparing it with the one in his memory. Although this shot tells the spectator that the pond’s 

water exists in front of Sam, the other shots in the sequence consistently place the water behind 

Sam’s back. This editing causes a strange effect. While Sam is supposed to be looking at the 

pond, he seems to have turned his face away from it, looking into a void as he tells the story of 

the past. It seems as if he is trying to avoid facing the stock tank, which, with its association with 

his memories, functions as a reminder of his depressed condition in the present. The scene in the 

film dissolves into a shot of another place associated with water, the swimming pool inside the 

house of Bobby Sheen, a rich boy living in Wichita Falls. This pool has already appeared in the 

film as a stage for the rich city kids’ naked swimming party. The dissolve has an ironic effect 

(Degenfelder 87). The contrast between the outdoor pond, Sam and Lois’s spot for dating, and 

the indoor pool, a part of the rich people’s world of promiscuousness that Lois’s daughter yearns 

to enter, points at the emptiness of the young characters’ sexual relationships, at how cheap and 

futile love among the young generation has become. Geological depressions thus comprise a part 

of the narrative’s psychologically depressive topography; the sunken ground drags down the 

characters’ emotional state.

Bogdanovich’s contrast of the outdoor pond and the indoor pool is also emblematic in its 

representation of the proliferation of closed space in the contemporary West. The scene set by the 
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stock pond is in a sense an exception, for most of the events in this narrative take place indoors 

(Neinstein 21). This is natural in a story so concerned with sexual activities, and the abundance 

of indoor scenes emphasizes the claustrophobic topography of The Last Picture Show. One of 

such indoor spaces in the narrative is the motel. The motel or the motor hotel, which is “tied into 

a highway network,” is a privileged chronotope for movement, transience, and displacement 

(Clifford 32-33). But The Last Picture Show turns it into another locus of stagnation. One 

example is “an expensive cheap motel on Van Ness Avenue” in San Francisco (McMurtry, Last 

Picture Show 181). The place stages the development—or rather the deterioration—of Duane 

and Jacy Farrow’s relationship. For Duane, the motel provides a long-awaited moment for 

advancing his romantic relationship with his girlfriend. The setting seems “just perfect,” and the 

event appears to be going to happen “the way things were done,” as in romantic films (182). The 

moment, however, is pathetically cut short by Duane’s impotence, and Jacy becomes resentful 

and begins to think about how to cover the fact that the event did not take place, for the other 

students are curious. When some of the other students ask her how it was, she says, “I just can’t 

describe it . . . I just can’t describe it in words” (185). The experience is beyond expression not 

because it was wonderful but because it did not happen. Duane tries it three more times in other 

hotels and motels during their graduation trip and succeeds, but his feeling of success is again cut 

short by Jacy’s indifference. She has found the experience “really painful” and “far from 

delightful” because, she thinks, “Duane was a roughneck” (186). She suggests that they should 

break up after the trip is over, which astonishes and depresses Duane. Rather than advancing 

Duane’s sexual relationship with Jacy, the motel marks its stagnation and ending.

Another motel located on a highway near Wichita Falls becomes the stage for Sonny and 
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Lois Farrow’s sexual relationship. The event happens after Lois and her husband have stopped 

Jacy and Sonny’s elopement and annulled their marriage. Like Sam the Lion, her former lover, 

Lois, almost always looking “bored” (44), is frustrated by the gap between the past and the 

present. Bored with her married life and with her adulterous relationship with Abilene, she 

begins to talk to Sonny about the memories of Sam, who she says “was the only man in that 

whole horny town who knew what sex was worth” and “really knew what I was worth” (252-53). 

At the same time, feeling “motherly” or “wifely” (251), she begins to seduce Sonny and takes 

him to the motel. She seems to be seeing a shadow of the late Sam in Sonny, the ex-husband of 

her own daughter: “I’m rich and mean, all that. . . . But that’s not true for you. . . . Sam . . . the 

Lion knew I wasn’t any of that, and I want you to know it too” (254; third ellipsis in orig.). As 

the present owner of the pool hall and custodian of Billy, Sonny has partially succeeded Sam’s 

roles in the town after the latter’s death, and Lois, too, seems to regard Sonny as a substitution 

for her former lover.3 This suggests that, unable to repeat the past, she has to satisfy herself with 

a vicarious object of desire. Sonny, on the other hand, is forced by the circumstances to sleep not 

with his ex-bride but with her mother. Before taking Sonny back to Thalia, Lois explains that she 

used to be a classmate of Sonny’s mother and says, “That’s small town life for you” (255). These 

tangled relationships among the town’s residents indicate that no one in Thalia can get what he or 

she really wants. The event at the motel thus makes Sonny face the closed nature of small-town 

life. The motel, a space of transience and in-betweenness, becomes in this narrative a chronotope 

3. Although Bogdanovich’s film omits this scene set at the motel and thereby tones down 
the relationship between the two, the novel’s main point is retained. When the two talk with each 
other in front of the pool hall, Lois (Ellen Burstyn) touches Sonny’s face and says to him, “Well, 
I can kind of see what [Sam] saw in you, too.” After looking at Sonny for a while as if she is 
thinking of seducing him, Lois says, “Nope. I’ll just go on home.”
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of stagnation.4

Sam’s picture show is another important indoor space in the narrative. Located at the 

center of the town, the theater offers an imaginary means of escape from reality. Films, which 

literally come from outside the town, provide an opportunity to glimpse at fictional worlds 

beyond the spatial and temporal constraint in which the residents live, and the narrative 

repeatedly emphasizes how the young characters’ ideas of life are shaped by the movies they 

have watched. Just as the motel is reduced to a space of stagnation, however, the theater also 

becomes a dark claustrophobic locus of entrapment. This is especially true for Billy, the mentally 

retarded orphan brought up by Sam. He is the character most strongly connected with the theater. 

While the old and young residents of the town suffer from their frustrated desire, Billy is the only 

person that seems to be free from frustration, and many critics have seen him as the embodiment 

of innocence.5 The only scene in which he becomes involved in sexual activity takes place when 

the town’s boys, for the lack of entertainment, take him to a prostitute named Jimmie Sue. The 

cruel boys force Billy to have sexual intercourse with her, but he does not “know what to 

do” (109). As the episode suggests, Billy is not interested in sex, happy to remain in his 

childhood. The only act in which he is actively engaged in the whole story is to sweep the town’s 

dusty streets with his broom, for “sweeping was all he really knew how to do” (1-2). Patrick D. 

Morrow interprets this futile behavior as Billy’s effort to “sweep away the sands of time” (2), and 

4. Sonny and Lois’s sex in the motel has its counterpart in the scene where Jacy allows 
herself to be seduced by her mother’s lover in the pool hall, another indoor space. Abilene is a 
caricature of ostentatious masculinity who drills oil wells and brandishes his pool cue as if it 
were a phallus. What Jacy thinks is “a romantic situation” turns out to be an illusion when she 
realizes that she has only been exploited for his sexual pleasure (220); the event in the pool hall 
therefore leaves her with “a terrible disappointment” (221).

5. See, for example, Busby, Larry McMurtry 103; Morrow 1; and Peavy, “Coming of 
Age” 183.
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Billy indeed tries to resist the flow of time until the end of his life. His parents were “an old 

railroad man” and “a deaf and dumb girl,” and the old man raped “the girl in the balcony of the 

picture show one night and begat Billy” (McMurtry, Last Picture Show 5). The theater is 

therefore the place of Billy’s conception. His birth coincides with the mother’s death, and Billy’s 

father goes away, leaving him an orphan taken care of first by a Mexican family and later by 

Sam. Whenever a film is being screened in Sam’s theater, Billy always sits “in the balcony, his 

broom at his side” (6); he does not leave the place where his life began, as if he were still inside 

the mother’s womb. The balcony seat becomes a cradle that he cannot leave. The closing of 

Sam’s picture show—another result of the town’s declining economy—then signifies the 

irretrievable loss and disappearance of his home, his place of origin: “Of all the people in 

Thalia,” the narrator says, “Billy missed the picture show most” (273). When Miss Mosey goes 

inside the theater once after its closing, Billy accompanies her, goes “up into the balcony,” and 

sits “quietly in the dark with his broom” (273). Billy’s inability to leave the theater, to renounce 

the dark womb-like space inside, is a sign of his fixation on the maternal; the theater has 

provided him with an imaginary reunion with the mother, just as the films shown there have 

offered romantic dreams of escape to others. About one year after the beginning of the narrative, 

Billy is struck dead by a cattle truck passing through the town while he is sweeping the empty 

streets. At the time of his death, he had “put both eye patches on—his eyes were completely 

covered” (275).6 Considering his strong attachment to the theater, Billy’s self-imposed blindness 

can be understood as his attempt to re-create the darkness inside the theater, which, in turn, has 

been a substitute for the darkness inside the mother’s womb. Then, by dragging Billy “across the 

6. When Sonny shows Billy how to wear an eyepatch earlier in the story, the latter is 
“tickled to death” (239), an ominous wording that prefigures his actual death.
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windy street to the curb in front of the picture show” and leaving “the eye patches on” (276), 

Sonny is taking him back to his lost home. Billy is forever entrapped in his childhood and the 

dark maternal space represented by the theater, and Sonny, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, understands that. The town’s depression, embodied by the closed theater and the 

empty streets, robs Billy of his home and then of his life. Billy’s short life draws a circle, 

beginning and ending in darkness; his death while sweeping the streets announces that roads and 

streets, like motels, do not lead anywhere in this story.

Billy’s continual return to the maternal space is important for understanding Sonny’s 

relationship to domestic spaces. Aside from his desire for Jacy, Sonny is drawn toward motherly 

figures such as Genevieve Morgan, Ruth Popper, and Lois Farrow. Both Billy and Sonny are 

attracted to the maternal, and Sonny seems to have more in common with Billy than with his best 

friend Duane. Like Billy, both Sonny and Duane, staying in a boarding house away from their 

living parents, are essentially orphans, whose freedom “most of the boys with real homes 

envied” (13). While Duane’s mother and grandmother are still alive, Sonny’s mother has been 

killed in a traffic accident, which has also turned his father, who used to be a teacher at the 

town’s high school, into a “drug addict” estranged from his own son (29). The absence of the 

mother differentiates Sonny from Duane. Genevieve’s role is that of a mother, feeding the town’s 

boys as a waitress, and Sam’s café where she works provides a domestic space of rest and 

nourishment for those who are without “real homes.” Sonny is not the only person that likes her: 

“His father liked Genevieve and Sonny liked her too” (28). This weak rivalry between the father 

and the son puts Genevieve into the position of Sonny’s surrogate mother, staging a kind of 

Freudian triangular relationship. It is not clear whether Sonny is conscious of his own desire for 
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a mother. He is at least conscious of Genevieve as an object of sexual desire, for he has “as many 

fantasies about Genevieve as he had about Jacy Farrow” (28). Here Sonny is torn between a 

conscious desire for a lover and an unconscious desire for a mother. The relationship between 

Sonny and Genevieve does not change throughout the narrative, but his desire for her, which 

appears to be filial as well as amatory, is repeated in his relationship with Ruth Popper. The fact 

that Ruth is the wife of the football coach at the town’s high school again places her in the 

position of Sonny’s surrogate mother, although the characterization of Sonny’s feeble father, an 

ex-teacher, is opposite to that of the virile Herman Popper. The bedroom in the Poppers’ house 

becomes another domestic space for Sonny. For Ruth, the adulterous relationship with Sonny 

provides a temporary escape from the oppressive life with her husband; for Sonny, Ruth becomes 

an ideal lover, at least as long as Jacy remains inapproachable. Ruth welcomes Sonny as her 

young lover at first, but he becomes more important for her when she starts to identify him with 

her nonexistent child. After their third sexual intercourse, she imagines that Sonny is “a child 

inside her” and rests “his warm cheek . . . against one of her breasts” (124). One night she has a 

dream in which she gives birth to a baby, who turns out to be Sonny (129), and on the next day 

she reaches an orgasm for the first time in her life, while pretending that “she was giving birth,” 

and almost faints “with the relief of delivery” (129). These descriptions suggest that he is more 

important to her as a son than as a lover. Ruth therefore sees in Sonny a surrogate for the child 

that she has never had with Herman, just as he becomes a substitution for Sam in Lois’s eyes. 

What has been a place for adultery has thus changed into a nursery in Ruth’s mind, a maternal 

space not unlike Billy’s balcony seat in the theater. Since what Sonny is consciously seeking at 

this point is a lover and not a mother, there is a conflict between their desires, and he leaves her 
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when Jacy begins to entice him away with her scheme. Abandoned, Ruth is back where she 

started; Sonny, on the other hand, will be left with nothing when the dream of his marriage with 

Jacy disappears.

Other minor characters are also trapped in their sexual desire. Herman, like Abilene, is a 

caricature of ostentatious masculinity. In the novel, he makes the boys run “up and down the 

gym” and shouts, “You got to be men like the rest of us” (41-42); the corresponding scene in 

Bogdanovich’s film shows him (Bill Thurman) forcing the boys to run around and around in 

circles inside the small gym, and he yells, “Run, you little pissants, run!” His masculine pose and 

tough-guy language, however, are a cover for his homosexual desire for young boys, especially a 

boy named Bobby Logan (127). It is not clear whether he is conscious of his own desire, but he 

appears to be content showing off his own masculinity and projecting his hidden desire onto 

those whom he regards as “queer,” including a home economics teacher named Mr. Wean and the 

English teacher John Cecil (71, 190). Herman is trapped between his masculine pose and his real 

desire, but being a flat character who does not seem to have any self-consciousness, he 

apparently does not suffer from the conflict inside himself. Joe Bob Blanton, the preacher 

Brother Blanton’s son whom Herman abuses, is another character whose frustrated desire is 

treated in an episode. The father catches Joe Bob “masturbating by flashlight over a picture of 

Esther Williams” and punishes the son by whipping him (208). Here again the fantasies provided 

by films are associated with sexual desire, and Joe Bob is torn between his desire and the 

religious teachings that the father imposes on him. The internal conflict remains unresolved, and 

one day he kidnaps a little girl named Molly Clarg, takes her to “an old lovers’ lane, three or four 

miles south of town,” and gives a candy “as a bribe to get her to take her panties off” (212, 214). 
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The sheriff arrests him and incarcerates him for rape, which, it turns out, has not happened. His 

desperate act, like the other characters’ sexual escapades, proves to be futile.

Joe Bob’s arrested flight has something similar to the trips taken by the other characters 

in the novel, since none of these trips succeeds in providing a way out. At the same time, the 

circular movement of the boys running inside the claustrophobic high school gym shows in 

epitome the pattern of motion repeated throughout the narrative. “Their circuitous travels, always 

ending in Thalia again,” Janis P. Stout remarks, “are parallel in futility with their ventures into 

sex” (43). The desire to get away from a certain place is a natural reaction when the place 

becomes too stifling and oppressive; a person might be able to experience in another place what 

he or she has not been able to find. The lure of the distant becomes stronger as the here and now 

becomes more and more unbearable. In The Last Picture Show, the characters depart on a trip 

after experiencing some frustrating situation, but the illusion of the distant is always destroyed 

by reality. Wherever they go, their hometown haunts them and drags them back, sometimes 

mentally, sometimes physically. Examples of such failed flights include Sonny and Duane’s two 

trips to Fort Worth, their long travel to the border town of Matamoros, Mexico, the high school 

seniors’ graduation trip to San Francisco, and Sonny and Jacy’s elopement to Oklahoma.7 These 

episodes are important for understanding how places, especially distant ones, function in this 

narrative.

Sonny and Duane’s travel down south to Matamoros, the description of which is the most 

7. Another instance of failed escape is the adventure of the prostitute Jimmie Sue. She 
goes to Los Angeles in search of work. As soon as she arrives in the big city, however, “a black 
man wearing high heels stole her suitcase and all her possessions,” forcing her “to turn around 
and hitchhike back to Thalia” (107). Her arrested flight draws the same circular trajectory in 
space as the other trips described in the novel: departure, disappointment, and return.
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extensive and detailed among the trips taken in the narrative, serves as a representative example. 

The Mexican trip is Sonny and Duane’s attempt to forget the troubles that they are having in 

Thalia. They have had a fight with a bunch of rough boys from Wichita Falls over Jacy’s 

triangular relationship with Duane and Lester Marlow. Feeling “depressed” after the fight, Duane 

says to Sonny, “Why don’t we just take off an’ go someplace . . . I’m sick of this town” (162). 

They take out a map from Genevieve’s car, read it, and decide on Matamoros as their destination. 

This is the only scene in which a map appears in the novel, and Sonny and Duane’s consultation 

of it indicates that this is their first trip into an unfamiliar realm, where they cannot go without a 

guidance. The narrator’s description of their trip first emphasizes how different everything 

becomes as they move southward: “It was amazing how different the world was, once the plains 

were left behind. In the Valley there were even palm trees. . . . Every few miles they passed 

roadside groceries, lit with yellow light bulbs and crowded with tables piled high with corn and 

squash, cabbages and tomatoes” (167). These unfamiliar sights and landscapes are proof of the 

distance they have traveled. After they cross the Rio Grande, a local boy takes over the role of 

the map that they have consulted, guiding them through the streets of the Mexican border town, 

which impresses them again with its difference from Thalia: “Mexico was more different from 

Thalia than either of the boys would have believed” (168). Whereas Thalia has been 

characterized by its emptiness, Matamoros surprises them with its fullness, its streets crowded 

and bustling with people. The local boy takes them to a place where they can watch pornographic 

movies, and the place, “a dark lump that was apparently some sort of dwelling” (168), is the 

house of what seems to be an extended family, where three generations of people live together. 

This makes another sharp contrast with Thalia, a town in which only nuclear families seem to 
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exist. Not wanting to disturb the little boys sleeping in the room where they are supposed to 

watch a pornographic film, Sonny and Duane move to another place and finally watch a movie 

titled “Man’s Best Friend,” which shows them the scenes of bestiality between a woman and “a 

German Shepherd dog” (170). The film leaves them “surprised” and “spellbound,” and they feel 

that “the trip was worthwhile, if only for the gossip value,” for they have never seen such 

“depravity” in their life (171). Although they do not exactly enjoy watching the film, it 

apparently becomes the highlight of this trip.

Despite the depravity of the film and the narrator’s repeated emphasis on Matamoros’s 

difference from Thalia, however, the Mexican town is characterized by its similarity to the boys’ 

hometown. Matamoros, in fact, functions as if it were a mirror image of Thalia and therefore 

becomes another place of depression. What they do in Matamoros is not essentially different 

from what they have been doing in Thalia: watching films, drinking beers, and sleeping with 

prostitutes. Most of these events take place indoors, just as they do in Thalia. Sonny feels 

“strange” in front of the little boys sleeping in the room about to be turned into a temporary 

theater, since, in Sonny’s eyes, they have looked “helpless” (169); he and Duane cannot “enjoy a 

dirty movie so long as they were in sight of the displaced kids” (170). Sonny’s concern for the 

kids is repeatedly stressed. The narrator’s use of the phrase “displaced kids,” which is a slightly 

exaggerated expression for describing three kids being taken out of their bed, suggests that 

displacement refers to Sonny and Duane’s own condition as well as to that of the Mexican kids; 

the kids’ displacement from their bed to the kitchen reminds Sonny of their own displacement 

from his hometown to a town in another country. For Sonny, the helpless kids function as a 

mirror that reflects himself and Duane. A similar thing happens in the room where they watch the 



 50

film. The screen onto which the pornographic film is projected is the reverse side of “[a]n old 

American calendar hung on the door, a picture of a girl in mechanic’s overalls on the front of 

it” (170). The American calendar and its picture of a girl, who is probably an American, are what 

they must have been able to see without leaving their own country. Furthermore, the film of 

bestiality, which astonishes them with its depravity, is only a reflection of what the boys around 

Thalia do, as has been described in an earlier scene in the novel, where the town’s boys copulate 

with a blind heifer. What happens in the depraved film they watch in Matamoros, then, is only a 

variation on what they have done in Thalia, and the film’s depravity is in fact a reflection of their 

own depravity. There are a few more details that display the Mexican town’s similarity to the 

town and the country from which they think they have escaped. On their way to a cabaret they 

see “[a] red Chevrolet with Texas license plates” (171), and once they arrive there, they realize 

that most of the customers are “boys from Texas A & M” (172). Instead of being an exotic place 

that can make them forget their everyday life, Matamoros is full of tourists from their own 

country. Even the bright neon lights of the cabarets, “winking red and green against the 

night” (171), seem to mimic the traffic light that blinks “red and green all to itself” “over the 

empty street” of Thalia (163, 178). These details make it doubtful whether they have really come 

to a distant place.

More significantly, Sonny meets two characters in Matamoros who mentally take him 

back to Thalia. One is a Mexican prostitute named Maria. She takes him to a room, which is 

“extremely tiny,” and the look of her breasts suggests that she is “clearly pregnant” (173). The 

night he spends with Maria in this claustrophobic space has a strong depressing effect on Sonny. 

Looking at this Mexican mother, he begins to think about his relationship with Ruth. Even the 
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creaking sound of the bed springs reminds him of the sound that the bed in the Poppers’ bedroom 

makes. The association of Maria and Ruth is another indication of the importance of motherly 

figures for Sonny. Finding himself thinking about Ruth in this distant town, Sonny suddenly 

realizes how futile this long trip has been: “He had driven five hundred miles to get away from 

Thalia, and the springs took him right back, made him feel exposed” (174). The feeling of futility 

renders him impotent, and when he wakes up next morning, he finds himself in a room with “no 

roof,” which is “just an open crib” (174). The long trip only shows that he is a child entrapped in 

Thalia, and his sexual desire remains as unfulfilled as in his other trips in the story. The other 

character in Matamoros that is associated with Sonny’s hometown is an old man whose whiskers 

are “as white as Sam the Lion’s hair” (175). The old man offers Sonny a dipper of water and says 

“something in a philosophic tone, which Sonny took to mean that life was a matter of ups and 

downs” (175). Sonny apparently does not speak Spanish, but somehow he understands—or 

thinks that he understands—the old man’s words. The latter’s advice is reminiscent of what Sam 

the Lion has told Sonny in the earlier scene by the stock pond: “[Growing up] ain’t necessarily 

miserable . . . [a]bout eighty per cent of the time, I guess” (154). Since Sam is already dead at 

this point in the narrative, it is as if the Mexican old man is Sam’s ghost, who appears in front of 

the boy to offer his final advice. In Matamoros, Sonny meets the doubles of his surrogate mother 

and father and finds that the town is nothing but another Thalia.

On their way back from Mexico, as they approach Thalia, Sonny and Duane feel elated 

looking at the familiar landscapes around their hometown: “The dark pastures, the farmhouses, 

the oil derricks and even the jackrabbits that went dashing across the road in front of them, all 

seemed comfortable, familiar, private even, part of what was theirs and no one else’s” (177). The 
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landscapes momentarily stop being an embodiment of emptiness, comforting them by letting 

them know that there is a place where they can belong. But the pleasant feeling of homecoming 

is cut short before long by the news of Sam’s death. As their surrogate father and as the owner of 

the pool hall, the café, and the picture show, Sam has provided them with what little places in the 

town where they can spend their time. His sudden disappearance, then, increases the emptiness 

of Thalia further. The sense of homecoming is replaced with the one of displacement. After they 

hear the news, the narrator says that it becomes “a cool, dewy spring dawn” (178), a time of 

rebirth and new beginnings that apparently makes a sharp contrast with the cold desolateness of 

fall described at the opening and end of the narrative. Ironically, however, far from heralding a 

new beginning for Sonny, Sam’s death only deepens his alienation. He finds that he cannot really 

return home again even after coming back from a distant place. Thalia has provoked Sonny’s 

desire to escape from its emptiness and haunted him powerfully wherever he goes, but at the 

same time the town makes it impossible for him to come back home. This ambivalent nature of 

the town will be important for understanding the sense of total paralysis that Sonny experiences 

near the end of the narrative.

The other trips in the novel repeat the same circular pattern of depression and entrapment. 

Sonny and Duane’s two trips to Fort Worth do not satisfy their sexual desire and leave them 

frustrated. The second trip also exerts a depressing effect on Sonny, for it forces him to face the 

fact that he has to stay in Texas while Duane is leaving for Korea as an army soldier. He has not 

been able to join the army because of the injury in his eye inflicted by Duane during their fight 

over Jacy, an injury that has impaired his ability to drive a car as well. The time spent in Fort 

Worth makes Sonny face his own inability to move. After Sam’s funeral, the senior students of 
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Thalia High School depart on their graduation trip to San Francisco. While the narrator’s 

description of the Matamoros trip has been centered on Sonny’s consciousness, the one to San 

Francisco is focused on Duane and Jacy, drawing a parallel between the two young men. Rather 

than describing the students’ stroll around the city, the narrator’s attention is directed toward 

Duane’s attempts to sleep with Jacy in motels. Duane’s impotence in San Francisco is a comical 

repetition of Sonny’s impotence in Matamoros. As can been observed in this parallelism, the 

novel carefully connects one event and another, and Sonny and Jacy’s elopement to Oklahoma, 

which becomes Sonny’s final flight from the town, has been prefigured by Duane’s depressing 

experience in San Francisco, Joe Bob’s arrested flight with Molly Clarg, and Bobby Sheen’s 

marriage with Annie Martin in Oklahoma. While the last of these precedents implies that their 

trip to Oklahoma might be just a result of Jacy’s desire to imitate the act of Bobby and Annie, the 

other two suggest that their elopement will be another frustrating and depressing experience for 

Sonny. Sonny departs from Thalia on this “realest of adventures: running away to get 

married” (243), but Thalia haunts him in the same manner as it has done in the Matamoros trip. 

As soon as they are in Oklahoma, people start asking them, “What part of Texas you all 

from?” (244). This question, repeated three more times within four pages, suggests that wherever 

they go they are defined by the place they are from—by their roots and not by their routes—in 

others’ eyes. The last person who asks this question is a police officer who arrests their 

movement and takes them to a jailhouse in Madill, Oklahoma, from which Jacy’s parents, in 

turn, take them back to Thalia. Sonny’s sexual desire remains as unfulfilled as in the other trips, 

and like the trip to Matamoros, the elopement to Oklahoma with Jacy only forces him to realize 

that he can never get away from Thalia. Every trip thus fails to provide an outlet for frustrated 
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sexual desire or a spatial escape from small-town life.

These scenes of trips to distant places are omitted or abbreviated in Bogdanovich’s film, 

except the one to Oklahoma. Sonny and Duane’s first trip to Fort Worth does not occur in the 

film, and the destination of the second trip, which takes place offscreen, is changed to Wichita 

Falls. The camera shows the two boys walking out of Sam’s picture show on the day before 

Duane’s departure for Korea, and in the next shot they are already back from the city, Sonny 

seeing Duane off at the bus station. The trip to Mexico is shortened in the same manner. After 

showing the two boys speeding off in their vehicle, the film shows the sad-looking face of Sam 

in close-up, which dissolves into the next shot of Anarene’s main street in the daylight. Then the 

camera is suddenly inside the boys’ pickup, displaying a sombrero with the word “Mexico” 

written on its front and Sonny’s weary face in one shot and Duane sleeping with his sombrero on 

in the next. The sequence of the seniors’ graduation trip is more focused on the relationship 

between Duane and Jacy than in the novel. After showing a row of cars departing from the town 

and a close-up of Sonny’s face—he is weeping, looking at the tank pond and apparently 

remembering the times he has spent with Sam—the film cuts short the sentimental moment by 

switching to a shot of the sign of Cactus Motel, where Duane impotently attempts to have sex 

with Jacy for the first time. As for Sonny and Jacy’s elopement, the scene in the pool hall in 

which Jacy proposes marriage to Sonny is followed by a shot of the two driving on the highway 

in Oklahoma already after their marriage. Shortly they are stopped by a patrolman who asks that 

question—“What part of Texas y’all from?”—before taking them to a highway patrol station. 

McMurtry says that such omissions in the film are a result of the limitations of running time and 

budget (Film Flam 53; Hollywood 36). But the effect is striking, for the changes help to heighten 
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the sense of claustrophobia in the narrative (Degenfelder 89-90). The sequences of the trips to 

Wichita Falls and Mexico look as if Sonny and Duane have never gone out of the town, while the 

graduation trip scene only takes the seniors to a motel, an indoor space. By refusing to show the 

outside of Anarene and focusing on its inside, Bogdanovich turns the medium’s temporal 

constraint into a representation of the small town’s spatial constraint, of its claustrophobic 

topography.

These scenes of the characters’ trips outside the town show how strong the lure of the 

distant is, while at the same time emphasizing the futility of such spatial flights. Each trip draws 

a circular trajectory in space, taking the travelers back to where they have started, just as the 

narrative as a whole draws a circle in time, beginning and ending in the season of decline. Every 

route of displacement circles back to the same old town. No matter how far they go, what they 

try to find in a distant place remains out of reach, only frustrating their desire further. Especially 

for Sonny, the trips are frustrating experiences through which he has to realize that his small 

town always haunts him, that the town drags him back to itself and entraps him wherever he 

goes. Unlike Duane and Jacy, who can leave the town eventually for Korea and Dallas, he cannot 

go anywhere. There is no way out of the repetitive circles for him. Each circle encloses and 

depresses him inside itself, as if it were a contour line that represents a geological depression on 

a topographic map. He learns through the trips that every place is the same as far as he is 

concerned, for no place is distant enough to take him away from the small town.

Films have already been associated with the young characters’ romantic fantasies, Billy’s 

place of conception, and Sonny and Duane’s trip to Matamoros, but the narrative’s use of 
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cinematic allusions itself deserves attention.8 Both the novel and the film contain two scenes of 

screening at Sam’s theater. In the novel, the first and last picture shows are Storm Warning 

(1951) and The Kid from Texas (1950); the film replaces these with Father of the Bride (1950) 

and Red River.9 These allusions and quotations have multiple functions. First, they provide the 

cultural background of the time in which the narrative is set, since all of the films were made and 

released around 1950. Second, they highlight some thematic issues that the alluded texts share 

with The Last Picture Show, thereby enriching the texture of the narrative. Another point is that 

they foreground the ways in which films function as a means of escape for people living in the 

small town. Providing romantic visions of life that are absent from Thalia and Anarene, films 

temporarily separate their viewers from their everyday life. Lastly, they point at the gap between 

the romantic world of the films’ characters and the bleak reality in which the characters of The 

Last Picture Show live, which can be considered as a negative aspect of the previous point. The 

cinematic allusions are textual layers on which McMurtry’s and Bogdanovich’s narratives are 

constructed. Especially when the alluded film is a Western, The Last Picture Show opens up an 

intertextual space of dialogue, contrasting itself with its fictional precursors.

8. There are other types of intertextuality in the novel. Some of the other alluded texts 
include John Keats’s poems read in the classroom, popular novels such as Kathleen Winsor’s 
Forever Amber (1944) and Mickey Spillane’s I, the Jury (1947) that the town’s citizens are 
reading, and television shows such as Gunsmoke (1955-75), which Herman Popper and Jacy 
watch in their respective homes. For a reading of these allusions, see Crawford. The allusion to 
Gunsmoke might be anachronistic, but it is thematically important in showing the rising 
popularity of television and its effect on movie theaters. On this point see Crawford 49-50 and 
Macdonald and Macdonald 29. The film retains the allusions to Keats’s poems, Mickey 
Spillane’s novel, and various television shows. In the film, the boys pass around a copy of I, the 
Jury in classroom while the teacher talks about Keats’s poetry.

9. Bogdanovich’s other cinematic allusions include the ones to Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), 
Wagon Master (1950), White Heat (1949), and Winchester ’73 (1950). Shambu points out that 
the allusion to Wagon Master is enriched by Ben Johnson, who has played the leading role in 
John Ford’s film and plays Sam the Lion in Bogdanovich’s film.
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The first film screened at Sam’s theater in the novel, Storm Warning, is a film noir that 

tells the story of a model, Marsha Mitchell (Ginger Rogers), who arrives from New York in the 

fictional small town of Rock Point in the South. Two important themes connect this film to The 

Last Picture Show. One is the claustrophobic nature of the small town. Like many film noirs, 

Storm Warning presents a situation of entrapment, one from which there is no way out. Soon 

after arriving in Rock Point, Marsha, confused by the unfriendliness of the town’s residents and 

its dark streets, comments in an ironic manner, “It’s a real friendly town.” The town is dominated 

by the Ku Klax Klan, and most of its citizens are associated with the organization in one way or 

another. Even those who are not its members cannot talk about the things that they know, in fear 

of being lynched by the Klan; as the town’s district attorney Burt Rainey (Ronald Reagan) says, 

“the people who live around here never see anything or hear anything.” The town is 

characterized by its hostility toward outsiders, and its stifling atmosphere is stressed by the fact 

that Marsha cannot escape from it until the film’s tragic end. The place’s claustrophobic power 

reaches its highest point when her brother-in-law (Steve Cochran) tries to rape her in his own 

house. Both the small town and the house entrap the protagonist and will not let her go, just as 

Sonny in The Last Picture Show is entrapped in his own small town. The other connection 

between the two texts is the issue of religious hypocrisy. Charlie Barr (Hugh Sanders), the leader 

of the town’s Klan, is a hypocrite; he repeatedly claims that the Klan is doing good for the town, 

while embezzling the money he has collected from the members. As implied by the burning 

black cross that falls down in the final scene of the film, the organization has been committing 

criminal acts in the name of Christianity and communal good. Although a violent pseudo-

religious organization like the Klan does not exist in The Last Picture Show, the scene of the 
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group’s meeting near the film’s end resonates with McMurtry’s description of “an All City 

Revival” (209), a religious meeting that takes place in Thalia. In the novel, Joe Bob Blanton is 

ruined by his father’s prohibition of masturbation and by the mental pressure caused by the 

necessity to preach at the meeting. His father, Brother Blanton—despite himself being the chief 

cause of his son’s downfall—turns the son’s “carnal trespass” into a topic of his successful 

sermon (214). The crowd, “overcome by Brother Blanton’s self-sacrifice,” fanatically flocks 

around the preacher, “weeping and hugging one another” (215). Consumed as a topic of his 

father’s sermon, Joe Bob becomes one of the victims of the town’s religious hypocrisy. Storm 

Warning provides The Last Picture Show with a precedent of the topographical analysis of small 

towns, on which the latter’s narrative can be constructed.

The irony of the allusion to Storm Warning in The Last Picture Show is that the film’s 

spectators in the novel remain oblivious to these issues that could point at similar problems in 

their own life. Charlene thinks that “Sonny looked a little bit like Steve Cochran” and begins to 

“kiss him energetically” (18); throughout the screening she remains “lost in visions of Steve 

Cochran” (19). Sonny, on the other hand, keeps looking at the screen, “so if Ginger Rogers 

decided to take her clothes off he wouldn’t miss it” (18). After Duane and Jacy come into the 

theater, Sonny finds it hard “to concentrate on the screen” (20), for the real object of his desire, 

Jacy, is sitting close to him. Meanwhile, Duane and Jacy continue to kiss each other, not paying 

any attention to the film. Charlene’s and Sonny’s reaction to Storm Warning suggests that the 

film is important not for its story but for the fantasies that its glamorous stars provide, and for 

Duane and Jacy the theater is just a convenient place for flirtation. The theater and the film only 

function as a means of temporary escape from the reality of their life outside the theater, and the 
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meaning of the film itself is lost on them.10 Their indifference to what the film could possibly 

teach them about their own life can be regarded as a part of the motif of blindness that, according 

to McMurtry himself, symbolizes the “sightlessness of life in a small town” (qtd. in Peavy, 

“Coming of Age” 183), a motif repeated in the novel by the blind heifer, Sonny’s partial loss of 

eyesight, and Billy’s death while wearing Sonny’s eyepatches. The novel’s allusion to the film 

foregrounds the themes shared by the two texts, while the spectators of the film in the novel 

remain oblivious to such issues. This is therefore a moment of dramatic irony that emphasizes 

the characters’ entrapment in “sightlessness.”

Father of the Bride, a romantic comedy quoted by Bogdanovich as the first screened 

movie in the film version, is very different from Storm Warning and does not have a direct 

connection to The Last Picture Show in terms of topography. The film, however, is important in 

its contrast with, rather than in its similarity to, the world of The Last Picture Show. The 

sequence quoted by Bogdanovich comes from near the beginning of the film, in which Kay 

Banks (Elizabeth Taylor) appears on the screen for the first time and shows an atomizer to her 

father, Stanley Banks (Spencer Tracy); she has received the item as a present from her boyfriend 

(Don Taylor). Looking at the screen, Charlene (Sharon Ullrick) demands something for their 

one-year anniversary from Sonny, who says, “You can have another stick of gum,” whereas 

Duane (Jeff Bridges) and Jacy (Cybill Shepherd), as in the novel, do not pay any attention to the 

film. The life of upper-middle-class families in Father of the Bride is far away from the mostly 

10. In Film Flam, McMurtry says that the very essence that “cheap movies” offer to its 
viewers is “fantasy,” not realism (209): “For them reality is not enough; it is their day-to-day 
prison, and fatigue with it brings them to the movies in the first place. Even if the reality were 
greatly seen and greatly shown I doubt that it could slake for long their thirst for the fabulous—
for the faraway place, where there is heroism, . . . and where, for once, the impossible can be 
seen to come true. It may be that bad movies are the last home of the fairy tale . . .” (210).
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working-class environment of The Last Picture Show, and the contrast highlights the bleakness 

of Bogdanovich’s Texas. Another important point about Father of the Bride is its use of circular 

mode of narration. The opening long-duration shot shows Stanley, with a tired look on his face, 

sitting in an easy chair amid the mess after his daughter’s wedding party, and he begins to narrate 

his story as he looks at the camera. While his retrospective narration continues intermittently in 

the voice-over, the film goes back in time and then progresses chronologically, gradually 

approaching the time of the opening shot. The beginning of the film’s final scene shows Stanley 

sitting in the same chair again, suggesting that the narrative has made a full circle since its 

beginning. After receiving a phone call from Kay, the father, now looking relieved, says to his 

wife (Joan Bennett), “Nothing’s really changed, has it?” These words fortify the circularity of the 

narrative, and the father comforts himself by saying to himself that his daughter will always be 

his daughter even after marrying another man. But the same sentence will have a different 

connotation when put into the context of The Last Picture Show, for it is exactly the situation in 

which nothing really changes that depresses the characters of Bogdanovich’s film. The quotation 

of Father of the Bride effectively creates these contrasts between the two cinematic worlds.

The last picture show screened in the novel is a minor Western directed by Kurt 

Neumann, The Kid from Texas. This film brings an anticlimax to the history of Sam’s theater, for 

Sonny and Duane, considering the film to be “a dog” (266), leave the theater without sitting 

through it. The film is not great enough to make them forget their own troubles, and the narrator 

says, “It would have taken Winchester ’73 or Red River or some big movie like that to have 

crowded out the memories the boys kept having” (265). King Vidor’s Billy the Kid (1930) is the 

first extant film that deals with the life of Henry McCarty or William Bonney. Many similar 
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films have been made since then, and The Kid from Texas is one of them.11 This film shows the 

last years in the life of Billy the Kid (Audie Murphy), beginning in the time of the Lincoln 

County War in New Mexico and ending with his death at the hands of Pat Garrett (Frank 

Wilcox). At the beginning of the film, the narrator says in a voice-over, “Many stories have been 

told about him that were more fiction than fact. In some instances we’ve changed the names and 

slightly altered the chronology, but the facts were as you’ll see them.” Despite the narrator’s 

claim to factuality, the film is just one of the mythicized tales about this legendary figure of the 

West. Although Billy the Kid’s place of origin is not known (Tuska 149), the film is titled The 

Kid from Texas, and the only connection that the novel has with the film is the existence of 

another kid from Texas named Billy in the novel. The two Billys have some similarities. They 

are essentially orphans living away from their parents, and their surrogate fathers—Roger 

Jameson (Shepperd Strudwick) in the film and Sam the Lion in the novel—die in the middle of 

these narratives. Both of them are also killed when they are still young, thereby becoming the 

embodiment of eternal youth. But the similarities stop here. Instead of getting involved in a 

series of shootouts, Billy is engaged in the futilely heroic act of sweeping Thalia’s dusty streets; 

he is the only person in the novel that tries to keep the town clean.12 It is ironic that this film that 

ends with Billy the Kid’s burial is the last film shown at the theater and therefore becomes the 

last film Billy watches during his short life. The death of Billy the Kid prefigures that of the 

other Billy. By contrasting the two Billys, the novel points at the distance between the 

11. For a brief overview of the films featuring the life of Billy the Kid, see Tuska 155-67.
12. In this sense, Billy is a pathetic variation on the heroic gunman in formulaic 

Westerns. Will Wright summarizes the prototypical plot of the classical Western as “the story of 
the lone stranger who rides into a troubled town and cleans it up, winning the respect of the 
townsfolk and the love of the schoolmarm” (32). No one appreciates Billy’s effort to clean up the 
town, and he is killed by a machine, not by a gun, while sweeping the town’s deserted street. 
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romanticized West that many narratives have constructed and the real, contemporary West that it 

describes. The Last Picture Show inscribes itself upon The Kid from Texas, and the allusion to the 

film functions as one of the elements in the novel that debunk the mythology of the West.

Bogdanovich replaces The Kid from Texas with Howard Hawks’s Red River. Some critics 

disapprove Bogdanovich’s decision. While Iain Crawford says that the use of Red River shifts 

“markedly away from the bleak closing tones of the novel itself” (53n), Robert Willson argues 

that the quote implies “that [Sonny and Duane] have succeeded in obliterating their bad 

memories through the vehicle of an exciting western” and therefore goes against the novel’s 

unsentimental mood (168-69). But the director’s change works in its own way. The two films 

share the geographical setting and the use of textual layers. The Chisholm Trail, on which a 

significant portion of the narrative of Red River takes place, runs from the area near the Rio 

Grande in Texas to Abilene, Kansas, and a part of the route lies not so far from Archer County. In 

the novel of The Last Picture Show, the narrator describes how Sam’s first son was drowned 

when he and Sam “were trying to drive a herd of yearlings across the Little Wichita River” (4), a 

river that flows into the Red River; near the novel’s end, Lois and Sonny cross the Red River on 

their way back from Oklahoma (251). These descriptions resonate with the two crossings of the 

Red River in Hawks’s film. And just as The Last Picture Show builds its narrative on the 

geography of the region and other alluded texts, Red River, which itself forms one textual layer 

in Bogdanovich’s film, has its own layers of texts. Not only is the ranch of Thomas Dunson 

(John Wayne) modeled on the one founded by Richard King in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, but the film also pretends to be based on a book entitled Early Tales of Texas, inserting 

its handwritten pages into the narrative as intertitles. This device has an effect similar to 
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McMurtry’s and Bogdanovich’s changes of the toponym from Archer City to Thalia and Anarene 

in mixing history and fiction, the actual and the apocryphal. Instead of guaranteeing historical 

accuracy and adding authenticity to the narrative, the word tales situates the whole story in the 

realm of folklore, and “[r]espect for the historical facts,” as Suzanne Liandrat-Guigues remarks, 

“is certainly not the film-maker’s primary concern” (15).13 Unlike The Kid from Texas, Red River 

is self-consciously aware of its departure from historical events, and this deviation from the line 

of history will also be repeated in this film in different forms.

Against the background of these characteristics shared by the two texts, Hawks’s film 

marks a sharp contrast with The Last Picture Show at the same time. Like the allusion to Father 

of the Bride, the quotation from Red River emphasizes the distance between the world in which 

the spectators of the film live and the one presented by the quoted film (Degenfelder 84). Red 

River is especially important in its description of linear movements and transitions in space and 

time. In terms of cartography, the film can be summarized as a story of two lines. The first line 

runs from St. Louis, Missouri, where Dunson and Nadine Groot (Walter Brennan) join a group of 

wagons going west to California, to a place near the Rio Grande in Texas, where the two men 

and the young Matthew Garth (Mickey Kuhn) start their ranch. Fourteen or fifteen years later, 

the second line starts from their ranch, which suffers from the decline of the market for Texas 

cattle in the South, and ends in Abilene, Kansas, where the now grownup Matt (Montgomery 

Clift) successfully sells their cattle at a good price to Melville (Harry Carey). While the first line 

13. Robert B. Pippin, too, pays attention to this device, emphasizing the subjective nature 
of the writing: “The book is not even a published account, but handwritten, like a personal diary, 
adding to the idea of a subjective and limited point of view” (Hollywood Westerns 30). The 
incorporated text therefore functions as a device for self-demythologization in Red River; 
Bogdanovich’s quote of Red River then doubly distances The Last Picture Show from the 
mythology of the West.
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brings the three men to a new land of opportunity in the Southwest, the second one takes them 

out of the stagnation after the Civil War. The two linear movements, which eventually bring 

about positive consequences, contain most of the events that happen in the film. The linearity of 

Red River is further emphasized by the way Bogdanovich uses it in his film. The scene set inside 

Sam’s movie theater initially shows the sequence in which Dunson and his cowboys begin their 

long northward journey, with the close-ups of the cowboys shouting with the excitement of 

departure. After inserting a shot of Duane and Sonny looking at the screen and then another shot 

of the beam from the projector shining through the darkness inside the theater, Bogdanovich 

projects the last shot in Red River onto the screen, which is the image of the new brand of 

Dunson and Matt’s ranch drawn on the sand, with the words “THE END” superimposed on it. 

Bogdanovich therefore shows the beginning and end of the second linear movement in Red 

River, invoking the events that happen on the line between these two points in space and time. 

The paired quotes from Hawks’s film stand in contrast with the beginning and end of 

Bogdanovich’s own film, the paired pan shots that enclose the whole narrative in a circle. While 

the straight line drawn by the cattle drive provides a way out of economic depression in Red 

River, the endless repetition of circles depresses modern Texans in The Last Picture Show.

Red River draws another kind of line absent in The Last Picture Show: an adoptive 

genealogy that connects one generation to the next one. The second half of the film focuses on 

the growing discord between Dunson and Matt until the final scene solves the tension and 

reconciles them with each other, as is symbolized by the image of the ranch’s new brand quoted 

by Bogdanovich. Liandrat-Guigues claims that “[t]he whole film is about the problem of 

inscribing the final letter [that is, the capital M] as a mark of filiation” (62). Although the 
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narrative opposes the older man against the young man, one kind of leadership against another, it 

also develops parallels between the two men. Dunson and Matt rub their noses in a similar way, 

and each of them leaves a woman behind to accomplish his own job in this dominantly male 

world. More importantly, both of them deviate from the cartographic lines set by others in the 

same manner. The film’s opening scene shows Dunson leaving the straight line of wagons led by 

a colonel (Lane Chandler) to head south instead of west; after crossing the Red River for the 

second time, Matt decides to drive the cattle northward to Abilene, opposing Dunson’s plan to go 

northeast to Sedalia, Missouri. Matt’s decision infuriates Dunson and aggravates their rivalry, but 

the young man is, in a sense, just repeating the older man’s own act in the past. These similarities 

between them prepare the ground for their eventual reconciliation, where the motif of the line of 

deviation is repeated again. By showing the beginning of the full partnership between Dunson 

and Matt, the narrative grafts Matt Garth onto the genealogy of the Dunsons, an adoptive 

genealogy that flows from stepfather to stepson, not from father to son. The successful 

establishment of this partnership between the two generations marks the distance between Red 

River and The Last Picture Show, in the latter of which three fatherless boys are left to wander on 

their own. Sonny’s assumption of Sam’s roles after his death, which could be an opportunity to 

bridge the gap between two generations, is cut short by his inability to take care of Billy, for 

whose death he is partly responsible. Sonny is not mature enough to take over the surrogate 

father’s role. It is also suggestive that Sam’s last name, unlike Dunson’s, is never mentioned; 

there is no name of the father that Sonny can inherit. The patrilineal genealogy that has been 

possible in Red River is now broken, and the sons in The Last Picture Show are left without any 

model on or against which they can build their own life.
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All of these cinematic allusions, through similarities and contrasts, make up an effective 

intertextual space that highlights the characteristics of McMurtry’s Thalia and Bogdanovich’s 

Anarene. Thalia, like Rock Point in Storm Warning, entraps its residents with its stifling 

atmosphere, and the circular narrative, instead of comforting a character as in Father of the 

Bride, only lends force to the claustrophobic nature of Anarene. A boy named Billy in 

contemporary Texas can no longer be the legendary hero of The Kid from Texas, and the linear 

motion in open space depicted in Red River is inconceivable for Sonny, whose old truck, as the 

narrator of the novel says, just goes “around and around in a completely empty place” (14). Both 

the novel and the film of The Last Picture Show are highly allusive texts that map their 

topographies of closed space upon these prior cinematic texts.

After the death of Sam and Billy, the departure of Duane and Jacy, and the closing of the 

picture show, Sonny is left with “the feeling again, the feeling that he was the only person in 

town” (277). Trying to escape from this feeling of alienation, he makes his final attempt to leave 

the town, but his movement is again arrested just after “he passed the city limits signs”: “The 

gray pastures and the distant brown ridges looked too empty. He himself felt too empty. As 

empty as he felt and as empty as the country looked it was too risky going out into it—he might 

be blown around for days like a broomweed in the wind” (277). After the failure of his repeated 

escapes from the town, he knows that he cannot really go away from Thalia, that its emptiness 

will follow him wherever he goes. This is the reason the country looks as empty as the town 

itself. Every place is the same in its emptiness, and every road has been blocked for him. Earlier 

in the story, Sam the Lion has said to him, “You’ll never get nowhere, Sonny” (5); as if to 

confirm these prophetic words, Sonny is indeed not going anywhere. His depression reaches its 
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strongest point in this scene. Paralyzed by fear, he makes a U-turn—the final circular movement 

in space described in the narrative—and drives his car to Ruth’s house. She lives in a house 

located between the now empty center of the town and the equally empty country around the 

town, and this place between the two spaces of emptiness becomes his final refuge.

His return to Ruth, who has accepted him once as a son-lover and whom he has 

abandoned, is also a return to the maternal, a regression in time that has been prefigured by the 

trajectory of his movement in space. Ruth flies into a temper because of his cruel treatment of 

her, but even “the sight of it was very satisfying” to Sonny (278), as if he is enjoying being 

scolded by the mother. He takes “one of her hands” and remains silent for the rest of the 

narrative, while the novel’s center of consciousness shifts from Sonny to Ruth, who thinks, 

“After all, he was only a boy” (279, 280). Sonny’s speechlessness is another sign of his 

regression, and it points at the resemblance between him and the always silent Billy; in fact, 

Sonny seems to have taken over the role not of Sam but of Billy, who has refused to leave the 

darkness of the mother’s womb until the end of his life. Sonny’s regression into childhood is the 

last circle in time drawn by the narrative. In Black Sun, Julia Kristeva summarizes one model for 

explaining “the depressive retardation state” as follows: “[W]hen all escape routes are blocked, 

animals as well as men learn to withdraw rather than flee or fight. The retardation or inactivity, 

which one might call depressive, would thus constitute a learned defense reaction to a dead-end 

situation and unavoidable shocks” (34). Sonny’s depressive withdrawal and his resemblance to 

the mentally retarded boy seem to correspond to Kristeva’s description; the mother’s house 

becomes the only place he can escape to. But at the same time it encloses him inside childhood 

and makes it impossible for him to grow up into manhood, for “the loss of the mother is a 
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biological and psychic necessity, the first step on the way to becoming autonomous” (Kristeva, 

Black Sun 27). Although Sonny is still young and Ruth is aware that she will be abandoned 

again, that she will have to repeat “the process of drying up” once again (McMurtry, Last Picture 

Show 280), the narrative ends with this scene of arrested motion and stagnation. Thalia and 

Anarene entrap the protagonist not only within their city limits but also within childhood. The 

Last Picture Show therefore refuses to become a story of initiation, a Bildungsroman.14

The heroic maverick displaced by a community, the establishment of whose law and 

order he himself has enhanced, is a set piece in many classic narratives of the West. Unable to 

boldly drive his car out into the sunset, however, Sonny has gone back to the bosom of a 

surrogate mother, trapped between the empty town and the empty country, between childhood 

and manhood. His inability to escape and to grow up shows the depressive influence that the 

small town has had on him. There is no more territory to light out for. Drawing various circular 

patterns within the circle that is the whole story, The Last Picture Show presents the 

claustrophobic topography of a small town. The West in this narrative is no longer associated 

with open space and freedom. It is a space of entrapment.

14. In McMurtry’s sequels to The Last Picture Show, including Texasville (1987), 
Duane’s Depressed (1999), When the Light Goes (2007), and Rhino Ranch (2009), Sonny 
recedes into the background, and Duane becomes more important as a character. This suggests 
that Sonny, entrapped in childhood at the end of The Last Picture Show, cannot develop or be 
developed as a character in the sequels.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Hi Lo Palimpsest: Remapping the West(ern) in Bobby Jack Smith, You Dirty Coward!

Hegel remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of 
great importance in world history occur, as it were, twice. 
He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as 
farce.
―Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

Although Larry McMurtry has depicted the small town as a locus of depression and 

stagnation, it can also become a place of inauguration, of a new beginning, as will be shown by 

Max Evans’s novel. One of the primary concerns of Evans as a contemporary writer of the U.S. 

Southwest has been to present the real, as opposed to the romanticized, West by telling stories of 

the working life of cowboys on the ranch.1 As an ex-cowboy himself, Evans uses his firsthand 

knowledge of ranching life in such works as The Rounders (1960) and The Hi Lo Country 

(1961), both of which have been made into successful films. Compared with these earlier, more 

realistic works of his, Bobby Jack Smith, You Dirty Coward! (1974) seems on the surface to 

approach the conventional Western more closely. Many elements characteristic of the genre exist 

in this novel: the relationship between a cowboy and a schoolmarm, a town of corruption that 

needs to be cleaned up by the cowboy hero, fights and prostitution in saloons and bordellos, and 

a climactic showdown between good and bad on the town’s main street. But Evans’s comic novel 

1. Evans says that, when writing The Rounders, he tried to “write a story about cowboys, 
but not like Zane Grey . . . [who] had those people doing things people would never do”; instead, 
he decided that he would “write about ranch hands the way things really are. I’d tell the 
truth” (qtd. in Randles 184). His dislike of the conventional Western can also be observed in his 
view of the films of John Ford, who he says is “the most bullshit director that America has ever 
known or the world has ever known” because “[e]verything is melodramatic and phony” in his 
works (qtd. in Pettey, “Paradoxa Interview” 282).
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adopts such conventions of the genre only to subvert them, and it can be read as a remapping of 

the representation of the West in classic Western narratives, especially the one in Owen Wister’s 

The Virginian (1902), a novel often considered to be the starting point for the twentieth-century 

Western. At the same time, Bobby Jack Smith’s story has another counterpart in Stendhal’s The 

Red and the Black (1830), an important work, this time, in the development of the realistic novel. 

Evans’s novel employs this French novel in its remapping of the West and the Western. Adopting 

the conventions of the Western genre and then subverting their ideological implications, Bobby 

Jack Smith presents the West as a palimpsest to be remapped.

In the famous paper presented in 1893, “The Significance of the Frontier in American 

History,” Frederick Jackson Turner treats the U.S. West as a palimpsest to be written and 

deciphered. Agreeing with the Italian economist Achille Loria, who claims that “the land [of the 

American continent] which has no history reveals luminously the course of universal 

history” (qtd. in Turner 11), Turner conceives the whole continent to be a text that embodies the 

development of civilization and society: “The United States lies like a huge page in the history of 

society. Line by line as we read this continental page from West to East we find the record of 

social evolution” (11). To read the vertical lines drawn on the continent from left to right, he 

claims, is to trace the development of social structure from “the Indian and the hunter” to “the 

manufacturing organization with city and factory system” (11). While displaying Turner’s 

progressivist view of history, the passage is important in its transposition of chronological 

development onto a spatial plane. Historiography merges with cartography, and the continent 

becomes a synchronic representation of a diachronic series of events. Turner compares the study 

of the process of “colonial settlement” to the analysis of mountains in geology, claiming that 
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both present “primitive stratifications,” a view that leads to his conception of the continent not 

merely as a text but also as “a palimpsest” (11). The metaphor of palimpsest is explicit only here, 

but it continues to creep into his argument, most notably in his discussion of cartographic lines: 

“[C]ivilization in America has followed the arteries made by geology . . . until at last the slender 

paths of aboriginal intercourse have been broadened and interwoven into the complex mazes of 

modern commercial lines” (14). The three types of lines described here—geological arteries, 

indigenous paths, and mazes of commercialism—are cartographic writings to be interpreted from 

the continental palimpsest. Each new line becomes the scriptio superior inscribed upon the 

textual land, effacing and blurring the previous lines; the effaced lines then become the scriptio 

inferior to be deciphered by a historian. Turner sees the process of the country’s development as 

a series of rewritings of the continent.

The palimpsest metaphor applies not only to the process of historical development but 

also to historiography itself. Although Turner’s thesis that the frontier and its individualism, 

freedom, and equality shaped the form of democracy in the U.S. has been influential, its 

ideological implications are problematic. Despite his claim that “[i]n the crucible of the frontier 

the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race” (23), his ethnocentric 

analysis mostly focuses on immigrants from European countries and is told from their 

perspective. He mentions indigenous peoples only as “a common danger” that demanded “united 

action” (15), and he is silent about the presence of people of Mexican or African descent. He 

does not refer to immigrants from China, a group of people important in the development of 

transcontinental railroads. Every historical figure he mentions is male, and women are totally 

absent from his frontier history. Turner’s “crucible” paradoxically stands on the principle of 
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exclusion, rather than of inclusion (Limerick 21). One of the aims of Turner’s paper is to 

establish the West as a locus of American nationalism and democracy that separates the nation 

from its bonds with European countries, but the historian focuses only on immigrants from those 

very countries. It is as if the westward movement, headed for the land of “perennial rebirth” (2), 

had been available only to males of European descent. Here it becomes necessary to consider 

Turner’s writing on the West itself as a part of the continental palimpsest. Whenever a new text is 

written on a palimpsest, the older text has to be scraped or washed off in order to make a space 

for the new one. His thesis, as the scriptio superior, inscribes itself upon the land and effaces the 

presence of those who have been there before him. At the same time, however, the very use of 

the palimpsest metaphor forbids Turner’s argument to be the single dominant discourse on the 

West. It is not only because his historical mapping of the West can be turned into the scriptio 

inferior by a later text inscribed upon it, but also because the older texts on a palimpsest, 

apparently effaced by the text on the surface, can reappear and return to the surface with the 

passing of time, threatening the dominance of the scriptio superior. Ideologically problematic as 

it is, Turner’s paper, by its conception of the West as a palimpsest, makes itself a self-subversive 

argument, opening itself up to rewriting and remapping by the inscription of subsequent texts as 

well as by the return of the repressed texts.

The palimpsest has also been an important device in the development of literature, as is 

shown in Gérard Genette’s Palimpsests, an encyclopedic study of the intertextual relationships 

between literary works. In Genette’s terminology, the scriptio superior and the scriptio inferior 

are called the hypertext and the hypotext, respectively. The hypertext comes after and cannot 

exist without the hypotext, “from which it originates through . . . [the process of] transformation, 
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and which it consequently evokes more or less perceptibly without necessarily speaking of it or 

citing it” (5). He follows this definition with a brief discussion of Virgil’s Aeneid and James 

Joyce’s Ulysses as two hypertexts of a single hypotext, Homer’s Odyssey, and differentiates 

between two types of hypertextual transformation. What Joyce’s novel does to Homer’s epic is 

called “a simple or direct transformation” (5), a transposition of the events of the hypotext to 

another point in time and space, to Dublin in the early twentieth century in this case. Despite 

their temporal proximity, the Aeneid’s relationship to the Odyssey is more indirect, the former 

following “the generic—i.e., at once formal and thematic—model established by Homer” (6), 

and Genette regards this as an imitative process. Both direct transformation and imitation map 

the hypertext onto the hypotext, but while direct transformation is focused on narrative action 

and events, imitation is more of a matter of literary genres. In the case of Bobby Jack Smith, the 

novel’s relationships to two of its most important hypotexts, Stendhal’s The Red and the Black 

and Owen Wister’s The Virginian, can be considered in Genette’s theoretical framework. The 

presence of these two hypotexts in Evans’s novel is not explicit but can be identified by readers 

familiar with these earlier novels. Evans’s characterization of his protagonist as a man of 

ambition who worships Napoleon, on the one hand, suggests that Bobby Jack Smith transposes 

the story of Julien Sorel from early nineteenth-century France to New Mexico around the turn of 

the century. On the other hand, the novel’s employment of many narrative elements that can be 

found in The Virginian is more generic in nature, since Wister’s novel is a definitive text in the 

development of the Western genre in the twentieth century. In both of these cases, Evans’s novel 

transforms and subverts the earlier texts by mapping itself onto them.

Literary genres full of aesthetic conventions that can be easily recognized are open and 
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susceptible to transformative rewriting.2 Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605, 1615), for example, 

marks one of the beginnings of the modern novel by incorporating and subverting the books of 

chivalric romance, and Evans’s novel, in a similar way, incorporates and subverts the Western, an 

American version of chivalric romance. Evans already represents the West and the Western as 

palimpsests in an earlier work titled The Great Wedding (1963), a sequel to The Rounders. When 

the narrator, Dusty Jones, and his partner named Wrangler Lewis visit a town, people keep 

asking them whether they are real cowboys: “I mean really,” one woman says, “You dress like 

one, but so many people do, you know” (52; emphasis in orig.). The image of the cowboy, 

disseminated by various cultural products, has taken over the real cowboy in the popular 

imagination. The discrepancy between the imaginary West and the real West is further 

emphasized in the scene where Dusty watches Westerns on television: “It seems that these fellers 

are called cowboys, but they spend most of their time in town drinking whiskey—which just 

goes to show that they are a heck of a lot smarter than most real cowboys. When they are out in 

the country, they never do any of the work cowboys do, they just lay behind rocks and blow 

people’s heads off” (57). The real cowboy’s critique of imaginary cowboys points at the distance 

between the imaginary West and the real West and shows that the cowboys on television are 

rarely engaged in what should be their real work: taking care of the cattle. The passage consists 

of three layers of the West as text, or two pairs of hypertexts and hypotexts: while the West in the 

television Westerns is based on but departs from the historical West, Evans’s text and Dusty’s 

critique impose another representation of the real West on the imaginary West. This short novel 

2. For instance, Genette argues that the style of epic poetry is not only “a designated 
target for jocular imitation and parodic reversal,” but also “liable, indeed exposed, to involuntary 
self-parody and pastiche” because of its highly formulaic form and diction (14-15).
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again conflates the real and the cinematic in a later climactic scene that is reminiscent of the 

episode of Master Pedro’s puppet show in Don Quixote. After watching a sci-fi horror film titled 

“THE IRON SPIDER,” the drunken Wrangler confuses hair dryers in a beauty salon with the 

legs of the monster in the film and starts destroying the salon, shouting, “Don’t worry ladies, I’ll 

kill this goddamned iron spider!” (93, 96).3 He imitates and repeats not only the act of the heroic 

soldier in the film he has watched but also Don Quixote’s act of destruction, which in turn is an 

imitation of the acts of chivalric knights in the books that Cervantes’s hero has read. The way the 

film’s world infiltrates into the real world in the drunken cowboy’s head is parallel to the way the 

cinematic West encroaches on the real West in people’s imagination. Wrangler’s quixotic act of 

destruction, along with the juxtaposition of the real and imaginary geographies, shows how the 

West functions as an intertextual space where layers of text can be inscribed, each new one 

incorporating and transforming its hypotext. Such rewriting and remapping of the West and the 

Western is what Evans continues more extensively in Bobby Jack Smith.

Taken together, Turner’s concept of the West as geographical palimpsest and Genette’s 

analysis of the literary work as textual palimpsest provide a way to think about Bobby Jack 

Smith. The novel, which tells the story of a cowboy’s political career and his reformation of the 

fictional town of Hi Lo, New Mexico, is a remapping of the Western as a genre and, by 

extension, of the West itself. Bobby Jack Smith’s instigation of a rebellion against the existing 

social order of a small town derives from the power of his imagination to envision an alternative 

society and his willingness to actualize that vision, which is analogous to the way the novel 

3. Cinematic narratives of terror and horror have often been staged in the U.S. West. For 
an overview of the association of monstrous creatures and the Western setting in science fiction 
and horror films, see Pettey, “Enduring Western Imagery” 5-7.
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imposes itself on the Western, thereby transforming it. In “The Problem of the West,” Turner 

claims that “[t]he West, at bottom, is a form of society, rather than an area” (205). In Evans’s 

novel, the West becomes a space onto which forms of society are projected and inscribed. Rather 

than reproducing a narrative like The Virginian that affirms and stabilizes the existing social 

order, Bobby Jack Smith presents a utopian vision of an alternative form of society.

The whole structure of Bobby Jack Smith can be divided into two parts, which 

corresponds to the spatial transition of the narrative from a ranch to a town.4 The first part is set 

in the ranch owned by a man named Gravy King, and the second part takes place in the town of 

Hi Lo, a fictional town that appears in some of Evans’s works and is based on the village of Des 

Moines, New Mexico.5 Since the first part describes Bobby Jack’s working life as a ranch hand 

and the second one is a story of his political career in the town after quitting the ranch, there is a 

sharp break in the narrative between the two parts. But the first part is also a prefiguration of the 

second, for each of these two parts stages some kind of class conflict. While the ranch part 

centers around Bobby Jack’s individual struggle with the despotic rancher, the rest of the novel 

focuses on the revolt of the town’s citizens and those who have been excluded from the 

4. The two-part structure with its transition from the ranch to the town is what Bobby 
Jack Smith shares with Evans’s other works like The Rounders and The Great Wedding. In these 
earlier novels, the town provides the central characters with a transient escape from the 
exhausting life on the ranch, but they eventually find themselves forced to go back to their 
exploitative rancher, Jim Ed Love, a precursor of Gravy King. Evans says that The Rounders is 
“a tragi-comedy,” a point that he feels has been missed by the book’s readers (qtd. in Pettey, 
“Paradoxa Interview” 275); it is this situation of entrapment—not unlike the one discussed in the 
chapter on The Last Picture Show—that makes these apparently comical stories tragic at the 
same time. Bobby Jack Smith differs from these works in that the protagonist eventually defeats 
the rancher and does not have to go back to the ranch, but, as will be discussed later, the novel’s 
ending reveals that he has not been free at all, that he has been embroiled in another person’s plot 
all the time without knowing it.

5. Evans also says that he “melded Cimarron and Springer with Des Moines to make the 
new town in the old location” (Haley and Evans 8).
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community against the town’s ruling class and social structure, although it is Bobby Jack who 

starts this process of social reformation. With the transition from the ranch to the town, the 

novel’s politics expands in its scale, moving from the level of the individual to the one of the 

community.

The ranch part describes how the greedy ranch owner, as an employer, exploits his 

cowboys including Bobby Jack as working-class employees and how the protagonist begins to 

call the hierarchical order into question. The name of the rancher, Gravy King, who is “the 

richest cowman with the biggest spread in this whole country” (1), already suggests that he 

behaves in his territory as if he were a sovereign with absolute power; it also alludes to the real 

cattle baron Richard King, the founder of the famous King ranch in Texas. Bobby Jack’s 

narration describes in one episode after another how Gravy King exploits his employees. The 

episode of quails that appears at the beginning of chapter three is emblematic in its description of 

Gravy’s cunning method of domination. One day Gravy challenges Bobby Jack to “eat a quail a 

day for thirty days” (15), and Bobby Jack accepts the bet because he is out of money. After 

eating “quail ever day for six months” and “spending what spare time a cowboy has trapping 

quail,” Bobby Jack wins the bet against the employer, but it turns out that “[t]hat conniving, 

greedy bastard had saved a lot of beef this way” (15). While Bobby Jack thought that he was 

beating the boss, he was, by working overtime, contributing to Gravy’s accumulation of wealth, 

the latter exploiting for his individual profit the surplus value produced by the cowboy’s extra 

labor. Making his cowboys think that they are working for their own good while manipulating 

them for his own sake is one of the characteristic methods of Gravy’s domination and 

exploitation, and it is repeated in other similar scenes as well. At the same time, it is important to 
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note that the episode of quails has its hypotext in the Bible. In Numbers 11, God sends countless 

quails that would last for a month to the Israelites, who have been complaining about the lack of 

meat, and then punishes them with a plague for their greed and ingratitude. Evans’s incorporation 

of this hypotext, on the one hand, draws a parallel between the relationship between God and the 

people and the one between Gravy and the cowboys, putting the rancher in the place of the 

Almighty; this becomes another indication of Gravy’s absolute power. On the other hand, Evans 

adds a subversive twist to the biblical episode by using it in such a way as to emphasize the 

greed of the rancher (God), not of the cowboys (the people). The meaning of the hypotext is 

reversed in the hypertext, and this is an example of the novel’s way to subvert and transform the 

other texts with which it forms an intertextual space. The short episode thus highlights the theme 

of class struggle in this narrative and the novel’s transformative employment of hypotexts.

The episode of quails is set before the beginning of the narrative proper, narrated in an 

analeptic sequence that comprises the third and fourth chapters, and the novel as a whole, in turn, 

consists of the protagonist’s retrospective narration after all the events described in the story have 

taken place. This means that, in the two analeptic chapters, the narrator is looking back at himself 

looking back at Gravy’s exploitation in the past, that Bobby Jack as the narrator is doubly 

distanced from himself as an exploited cowboy. At the beginning of chapter three, the narrator 

says, “I don’t know what made me reflect back on the last few miserable years I’d spent slaving 

for him, but I did. Maybe it was because I wanted to get all the good reasons in my head I could 

for leaving the King spread” (16); at the closing of the analeptic sequence, he declares, “I 

decided not to—how do they say—‘reminisce’ anymore. The present was more pleasant than the 

past” (28). He did not call the ranch’s hierarchical order into question until a certain moment in 
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the past. Something had to intervene before he could begin to imagine that an alternative to the 

status quo might become possible for himself by leaving the ranch. The narrator implies that the 

person reminiscing about the years he has spent on the ranch is already different from the 

cowboy duped by his employer, and the difference, the novel suggests, has been caused by his 

education.

Bobby Jack’s education begins with his encounter with the schoolmarm Della Craven, 

who claims that “education is the only way to success” (2). Their encounter is an important 

moment in introducing two motifs into the narrative: a typical male–female relationship in the 

Western and the novel’s use of Stendhal’s The Red and the Black as a hypotext. The cowboy–

schoolmarm relationship often appears in narratives set in the West, from Wister’s The Virginian 

to contemporary novels like Elmer Kelton’s The Good Old Boys (1978), and is associated with a 

series of thematic dichotomies such as masculinity/femininity, wandering life/domestic life, 

wilderness/civilization, and the West/the East. Since the two character types are usually 

presented as a strong, chivalric man and a virtuous, chaste woman, Bobby Jack Smith’s 

introduction of the relationship seems to announce the beginning of a romantic courtship typical 

of the genre. But Evans’s novel quickly destroys such anticipation when Bobby Jack brutally 

rapes Della not long after their first encounter, saying that “riding anything that bucks is my 

business” (4). The scene is described in Bobby Jack’s characteristic tall-tale fashion, but what 

happens here is nevertheless a violent rape and comes as a shock to someone familiar with 

Westerns, for it presents the central character not as a chivalric man but rather as a villainous 

figure. Bobby Jack’s association of a female with an animal also suggests that he is a sexist 

living in the fantasy of male hegemony. The cowboy’s brutal act is countered by the schoolmarm 
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when he discovers that Della has been sleeping with an “educated” small rancher named Brad 

Ross (11). This time the novel deviates from the genre’s typical characterization of the 

schoolmarm figure as a woman of chastity by letting Della assert her own sexual desire. Her 

relationship with this rancher is also a manifestation of her ambition, her will to rise in the world; 

“a woman of action” who considers the career as a teacher to be “only a start” (3, 9), she tries to 

elevate herself by attaching herself to an influential man. The sexual acts of Bobby Jack and 

Della subvert the conventional representation of the hero and the heroine in the Western and 

become an implicit commentary on the genre’s hierarchical gender relationship that often 

subjugates female characters to the power of male characters. Bobby Jack tells Della that he has 

raped her because he has “no education” (5), and now her education of the ignorant cowboy 

begins, a process that turns him into an ambitious person like herself. She, however, disappears 

from the narrative after a period of teaching; as in her affair with the small rancher, she 

constantly escapes from the cowboy’s grasp, his masculine desire to monopolize her, as well as 

from the genre’s stereotypical representation of the schoolmarm figure.

Besides introducing the issue of gender relations in the Western, their encounter subtly 

announces Evans’s rewriting of Stendhal’s novel. Della’s first words to Bobby Jack, “A good day 

to you, sir,” astonish him because he has never been called “sir” (2). The words echo the first 

scene of encounter between Julien Sorel and Madame de Rênal in The Red and the Black, where 

the latter surprises the former by saying, “Really, my dear sir?”: “Being addressed as ‘sir’ so 

astonished Julien that, for an instant, he hesitated” (26). Both Della and Madame de Rênal 

astound their interlocutors, who have been treaded upon by a boss or a father, by treating them 

with respect, not as their inferiors in terms of intellect or rank. From its beginning the novel 
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about an ambitious cowboy in New Mexico starts projecting itself onto the story of one of the 

most famous ambitious young men in nineteenth-century French literature. Della encourages 

Bobby Jack to rise in the world, just as Madame de Rênal stimulates Julien’s ambition by saying, 

“There’s a place all ready for a great man. The monarchy and the Church both need him” (91). 

And while the initials of the middle and last names of Evans’s protagonist, J. S., also seem to 

associate him with Stendhal’s hero, the connection between the two becomes unmistakable when 

Della gives Bobby Jack a book titled “Napoleon—His Rise to Power and His Conquests” (29), a 

book that thereafter becomes his bible. This event corresponds to the scene of Julien’s first 

appearance in Stendhal’s novel, where he is reading “Memories of Napoleon on Saint-

Helena” (17). Their obsession with reading and their worship of Napoleon bring together the two 

characters across time and space, both of them men of ambition determined to rise in the world 

and overcome the hierarchical social order like Napoleon. Like Julien, who cannot stand being a 

despotic carpenter’s son in the provincial town of Verrières, Bobby Jack later leaves the ranch of 

the exploitative employer in order to build “a vast empire” in the small town of Hi Lo (Evans, 

Bobby Jack Smith 32). What Evans extracts from Stendhal’s novel and transposes to New 

Mexico are the protagonist with an ambition nurtured by Napoleon worship, his relationships 

with female characters, and the description of hierarchical society. But as Evans’s novel 

progresses into the part set in the town, it also begins to deviate from Stendhal’s novel, for 

Bobby Jack’s individual ambition gradually turns into a communal ambition that eventually 

results in a social reformation, whereas Julien’s ambitious struggle against the rigid social order 

remains at the level of the individual.6

6. Julien Sorel is obsessed with role-playing, the most important role being that of 
Napoleon. Maurice Samuels discusses how Stendhal’s realist novel, through its description of 
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Della’s education of Bobby Jack marks the beginning of changes in his view of two kinds 

of hierarchical order, social rank and gender relations, within which he has been living without 

being aware of them. The woman’s intelligence and skills make him realize that “some women 

are good for things besides screwing and sewing,” a “revelation” that comes as “a shocker” to 

this man who has brutally raped the heroine at the beginning (8). And while Gravy tries to keep 

his employees as ignorant as possible, claiming that “[a]ll you need to know is how to keep a 

horse between yore legs,” Bobby Jack pursues his “craving for an education” and begins to 

question the hierarchy that governs the King ranch (7). Bobby Jack’s awareness that he has been 

selfishly exploiting women arises simultaneously with his realization of the fact that he himself 

has been exploited by the employer. Through the process of literary education he begins to 

imagine that another form of life, a social order different from the existing one, might be 

possible. This sets him apart from the other cowboys who remain being exploited, as is 

manifested in his words to them: “Now, if you spider-brained bastards want to stay out here the 

rest of your useless lives breaking out Gravy King’s three-dollar horses for nothin’, fine! That’s 

just fine. You hear? Fine! But not me, I aim to elevate myself!” (10). Bobby Jack’s questioning 

of the employer’s authority and refusal of blind obedience parallel the situation that Stendhal’s 

hero goes through in a Catholic seminary, where his classmates suspect him to be “a freethinker”: 

“In their eyes he had been convicted of a monstrous sin: he thought, he judged for himself, 

Julien’s histrionic behaviors, functions as a parodic critique of the historical drama and the 
Napoleon plays of the early nineteenth century that often romanticized the supposedly heroic 
past (233-65). Samuels’s observation can be applied to Bobby Jack Smith. Bobby Jack’s 
admiration for the Napoleonic past and his desire to imitate the French hero, when generalized as 
a romanticization of the past, become a parody of the way the conventional Western romanticizes 
the past of the West and the cowboy hero. In other words, Bobby Jack’s admiration of Napoleon 
is analogous to the way the reader or spectator of the Western admires its hero, and Bobby Jack 
Smith thereby becomes a commentary on the genre itself.
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instead of blindly following authority and example” (171; emphases in orig.). For Stendhal’s 

opportunistic protagonist, the church is nothing but a means to achieve his ambition to climb up 

the social ladder, not a rock-hard authoritative institution that should not be shaken or doubted in 

any way. To follow “authority and example” blindly, whether of the Catholic Church or of the 

King of the ranch, is to accept the existing order as the only possible one; to think, to judge for 

oneself, in contrast, is to imagine something different from the status quo, to map a different 

world shaped by the imagination onto the existing one. The experience of reading is an exercise 

in imagination, and the power of imagination, when combined with ambition, leads to a refusal 

to accept the status quo—at least, this is the case with Bobby Jack and Julien. Therefore Gravy 

regards Bobby Jack’s decision to quit the King ranch as a threat to his authority and what he calls 

“the law of the land” (31). The cowboy disturbs the monarchical law and order that the rancher 

has imposed on his subjects. This is why Gravy mutters, “Should’ve known better’n to let you 

get half-educated. Ruins everything” (32).

The cowboy’s transformation through education and his subsequent rebellion against the 

authoritative figure who considers himself to be the law reveal at the same time that Evans’s 

novel is a transformative rewriting of Wister’s novel. The relationship between Bobby Jack and 

Della derives from the one between the Virginian and Molly Stark Wood in The Virginian, as 

well as from Stendhal’s Julien and Madame de Rênal. This is not just because Wister’s hero and 

heroine provided the Western with what has become the genre’s two characteristic character 

types; it is also because Wister gives a prominent significance to literary education in the 

development of the romantic relationship between the hero and the heroine.7 The Virginian’s 

7. In the afterword to the Signet edition of The Virginian, Evans pays close attention to 
Wister’s description of the two characters’ conversations about books and literature, what he 
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“education” begins with the arrival of books in a Wyoming town from the East, and he declares 

to Molly that he “is the kind that moves up. I am goin’ to be your best scholar” (Wister 96, 100). 

But what the novel shows is how he and his literary taste do not change through the educational 

process. While liking the works of Charles Dickens, Walter Scott, William Shakespeare, and Ivan 

Turgenev, he dismisses George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, whose author he says “talks too 

much,” and Jane Austen’s Emma and Pride and Prejudice, which he regards as “frillery” (96, 

211).8 As Neal Lambert argues, the Virginian’s fixed literary taste implies that, even before the 

process of education begins, he is already an embodiment of “the values of both the primitive 

and the civilized,” that he is “at once a wild-man and a gentle-man” (104). At the same time, the 

fact that Wister’s cowboy hero consistently admires the works of male authors and disdains those 

of female authors suggests that the Virginian and Molly’s conversations about literature are 

inseparable from the mechanism of gender relations working in the novel. During their 

discussion about the poetry of Robert Browning, the Virginian unfolds “his notions of masculine 

courage and modesty,” which absorbs Molly’s attention, and the teacher begins “to like having 

calls “intellectual encounters” (377-78). This supports the reading of the literary education in 
Bobby Jack Smith as a hypertextual transformation of the corresponding scenes in The Virginian.

8. The Virginian’s dismissal of a novel that “talks too much” is itself a manifestation of 
his masculinity as a Western hero. For a discussion of the genre’s association of heroic men with 
reticence and women with verbosity, see Tompkins 47-67. Jane Tompkins argues, for instance, 
that “[t]he man’s sheer physical presence is stronger than language, and so words are finally the 
sign of Molly’s—and all women’s—inferiority” (63). But at the same time the Virginian 
sometimes employs the power of speech effectively, as can be observed in the tall tale about 
frogs that he tells in chapter sixteen. His use of language is therefore characterized by what Lee 
Clark Mitchell calls “a pattern of habitual self-control” (“When” 68). Wister’s upholding of such 
controlled use of language as a heroic characteristic should be contrasted with the perpetual 
verbosity of Bobby Jack Smith, who makes himself vulnerable by talking too much: “Like the 
feller says,” Evans’s protagonist says at one point, “my mouth had overloaded my ass” (17). 
Through the protagonist who, both as a narrator and as a character, always talks too much, Bobby 
Jack Smith subverts one of the genre’s conventions.
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her opinions refuted” (Wister 229-30). This scene marks the novel’s reversal of the relationship 

between the teacher and the pupil. The Virginian’s education is a part of the process through 

which Molly, who has wanted to play “the part of the guide, and superior and indulgent 

companion,” comes to realize that he is “her master” (98, 292). The Virginian thus transforms the 

teacher–pupil relationship into a male–female hierarchy, subjugating the schoolmarm to the 

cowboy’s intellectual power.

Bobby Jack’s education by Della, in which the schoolmarm always has the upper hand, 

makes a sharp contrast with the educational process described in The Virginian. As in The 

Virginian, a part of Della’s teaching of Bobby Jack consists of literary education: “[S]he would 

read me a little bit of a story, enough anyway so’s I’d get interested in knowing what was going 

to happen next, then she’d just quit. . . . I had no choice but to work like hell so I could find out 

how the story ended” (8). Della suppresses the sequels to the stories that she tells, thereby 

managing Bobby Jack’s interest and forcing him to work hard to read the rest of the stories by 

himself. As a result, he becomes willing to stay up late at night after his work on the ranch, 

“reading and writing and working things out in my head” and annoying the other cowboys, who 

have to work all day the next day, with a lamp he uses for his studies (10).9 Like Scheherazade, 

Della subverts hegemonic masculinity with her method of storytelling. The process of education 

in Bobby Jack Smith is therefore diametrically opposed to the one in The Virginian: while the 

Virginian does not learn anything through his education and subjugates Molly with his intellect, 

Della controls Bobby Jack with her teaching and overpowers the man who has raped her. In 

9. This is probably one of the most autobiographical moments in the novel. Evans 
himself, while working as a cowboy on a ranch, used to read the works of Honoré de Balzac late 
at night, annoying other cowhands with his reading lamp (Pettey, “Paradoxa Interview” 262-63).



 86

addition, the way Della suppresses the sequels of her stories is analogous to the way she 

suddenly disappears from the narrative, leaving a mysterious note that says, “Someday maybe 

we’ll meet again” (30). This adds an important meaning to the novel’s ending, for it implies that 

Bobby Jack has to go through a further process of self-education before he can meet her again, 

that is, before he can know the sequel and eventual consequence of the story of their relationship. 

Already at this point in the narrative, Evans’s novel announces how it will transform the male–

female relationship inherent in one of its hypotexts, The Virginian, and by extension in the 

Western as a genre, not only by its description of literary education but also through the whole 

narrative.

Just as Della derives from Wister’s description of Molly, Gravy King has his precursor in 

Judge Henry, a rancher who used to be a legal authority, “a federal judge,” in The Virginian 

(280). There is a strong contrast between Bobby Jack’s rebellion against the pseudo-monarchical 

order represented by Gravy and the Virginian’s obedience to his boss. Both Bobby Jack and the 

Virginian rise in the worlds of their eponymous narratives, but their strategies are entirely 

opposite. While Bobby Jack rebels against his employer in the ranch part and becomes the mayor 

of Hi Lo in the town part by destabilizing its social order, the Virginian’s rise from a cowhand to 

the ranch’s foreman and eventually to the judge’s partner is enhanced by his obedience to the 

judge’s authority. One case in point is the Virginian’s participation in the lynching of his friend 

Steve, who has been rustling Judge Henry’s cattle; deciding to obey the order of the boss, he 

chooses his loyalty to the rancher over his friendship with the cattle thief. He is also gifted with 

perspicacity. By the end of the novel, he has bought a land “where there is coal,” thinking that 

“[i]t will not be long before the new railroad needs that” (326); his prediction comes true, and he 
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ends up becoming a successful man “with a strong grip on many various enterprises” (327). He 

is a total realist who elevates himself by conforming himself to authority and adjusting himself to 

the emergent age of industrialism in the West. Although he transforms himself from a horseman 

of the plains to a successful businessman of the plains through the several stages of his upward 

movement in society, he is in fact consistent, just as his fixed literary taste has been, in his 

docility to the situation around him. Along with his domination of Molly, the Virginian’s 

conformism turns the novel into a reactionary narrative that pays homage to the developing 

social order of the age.10 Put beside Wister’s hero, Bobby Jack becomes a dreamy, quixotic 

idealist who keeps imagining a world different from the existing one. He is to the Virginian what 

Julien Sorel has been to his classmates in the Catholic seminary. The hypertextual transformation 

of The Virginian in Bobby Jack Smith is parallel to the way in which the latter’s protagonist tries 

to transform the social order, not conforming himself to society like the Virginian. And just as 

Bobby Jack keeps projecting a different social order on the world around him, the novel as a 

whole projects an alternative West(ern) onto Wister’s classic novel, rewriting the latter through a 

process of transformative remapping.

In these ways, the relatively short first part of Bobby Jack Smith introduces the themes of 

classism and gender relations through its rewriting of the hypotexts. With the transition to the 

town, the protagonist’s individual struggle transforms itself into a communal struggle. The town 

of Hi Lo, which Bobby Jack calls “Dirty Town” at this point in the narrative (37), is dirty in two 

10. In her reading of The Virginian in the context of the post-Civil War politics in the 
U.S., Jane Kuenz discusses how the novel asserts that “it is ranchers, not cowboys, who are the 
true heroes of the West” and how the West in The Virginian is “not an alternative to, but a mirror 
image of the world of capital expansion and land grabs, labor wars, fluctuating markets, and big 
business it was invented in part to escape” (111, 117).
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senses: politically and physically. The town’s corrupt administration is not functioning well, and 

the streets are dusty and swarming with flies, the air polluted, the signs of the stores along the 

main street hanging loose with their paint peeling off. The town waits to be cleaned up by the 

cowboy. In this sense, the story corresponds to what Will Wright describes as the plot of the 

classical Western, “the prototype of all Westerns”: “It is the story of the lone stranger who rides 

into a troubled town and cleans it up, winning the respect of the townsfolk and the love of the 

schoolmarm” (32). The classical Western is a kind of epic narrative in that it tells the story of the 

establishment of a stable community. In addition, since the westward movement of the U.S. has 

been regarded as an imperialistic endeavor, Bobby Jack’s ambition to build his own empire in a 

small town is also a caricatural rewriting in a diminished scale of the nation’s history as an 

empire.11 Bobby Jack Smith has to be considered as a transformative remapping of the classical 

Western, which is a kind of epic narrative inseparable from the history of a supposedly 

democratic empire.

What Evans’s protagonist has to fight against is the system governing the town that is 

characterized—as the town’s name, Hi Lo, implies—by its rigid hierarchical order pervading the 

high and low strata of society. The novel’s narrative is set at the end of the nineteenth century or 

at the beginning of the twentieth century,12 which means that it takes place during the period 

when Turner was developing his ideas about the frontier and Wister was writing The Virginian. 

Given this contemporaneity, the hierarchical order of the ranch and the town in Evans’s novel 

11. See, for instance, Turner’s statement in “The Ohio Valley in American History”: 
“Indeed, the United States is, in size and natural resources, an empire, a collection of potential 
nations, rather than a single nation” (158). See also Wister’s view of The Virginian as “a colonial 
romance” in his preface to the novel (6).

12. This is surmised from the fact that New Mexico and Oklahoma are territories in the 
novel. Oklahoma’s territoryhood sets the narrative somewhere between 1890 and 1907.
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seems to go against Turner’s conception of the West as a space of equality. But despite his 

erasure of women and people of various ethnicities from his cartographic historiography of the 

continental palimpsest, Turner was at least aware of the emergence and expansion of inequality 

and class division in the West; in fact, this becomes one major fissure in Turner’s otherwise 

unitary and unifying formulation of a national historical narrative. Turner’s hesitation about this 

issue can be observed in two papers, the one presented in 1903, the other in 1910. In the former, 

he discusses the rise of industrialism in the West. Although the West had been a land of 

individualism, idealism, and freedom, Turner argues, the increase in the population and the 

vastness of the land and resources that had to be exploited made it necessary for people “to 

combine under the leadership of the strongest” (259). He then raises the question whether 

democracy can survive after “the rise of those captains of industry” like John D. Rockefeller and 

Andrew Carnegie (260). After momentarily defending these industrial capitalists as an 

embodiment of “the democratic ideals” and the American “[f]reedom to rise,” he suspends his 

judgement at the end of the paper, saying that “it is still to be determined whether these men 

constitute a menace to democratic institutions” (265-67). The historian shows some hesitation, 

but his general view on the rise of industrialism is still positive and optimistic. The tone 

somewhat changes in the paper written seven years later: “Colossal private fortunes have 

arisen. . . . In a word, the old pioneer individualism is disappearing . . . . The self-made man has 

become, in popular speech, the coal baron, the steel king, the oil king, the cattle king, the railroad 

magnate, the master of high finance, the monarch of trusts” (318). Here Turner is acutely aware 

of the unequal distribution of wealth and capital and the intense conflict between capitalists and 

laborers; the list of aristocratic and royal titles suggests that the growing inequality is not 
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compatible with what he had imagined as the essential aspects of frontier life that had severed 

the nation from the European type of society with its kings and barons. Observing the destructive 

effects of industrial capitalism on his historical theory and his ideal vision of society, Turner 

seems somewhat pessimistic in this paper.

While Turner’s attitude toward the expansion of social inequality remains ambivalent, 

Wister’s novel is more blatant in its affirmation of the fundamental inequality of human beings. 

A crucial passage regarding this ideological stance appears at the beginning of chapter thirteen of 

The Virginian, where Wister’s tenderfoot narrator, who strangely keeps appearing in and 

disappearing from the narrative as a character, withdraws himself from the foreground and 

speaks in a preachy voice, implying that he is here a mouthpiece for the author’s ideas. The 

narrator claims that the American nation consists of two distinct classes, “the quality and the 

equality,” and that “[b]oth will be with us until our women bear nothing but kings”:

It was through the Declaration of Independence that we Americans acknowledged 

the eternal inequality of man. For by it we abolished a cut-and-dried aristocracy. 

We had seen little men artificially held up in high places, and great men 

artificially held down in low places . . . . Therefore, we decreed that every man 

should thenceforth have equal liberty to find his own level. . . . Let the best man 

win! That is America’s word. That is true democracy. And true democracy and 

true aristocracy are one and the same thing. (101; emphasis in orig.)

Affirming that the U.S. has been, is, and will be a nation of inequality, which is deemed as a 

manifestation of “true democracy” and “true aristocracy,” the passage is one of the most 

disturbing and dangerous moments in the novel, along with the later justification of lynching by 
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Judge Henry. The narrator argues that some “great men” or “the quality” are fit by nature to 

dominate over other “little men” or “the equality,” and this statement reads like a jumbled 

composite of meritocracy, social Darwinism, and the Calvinist dichotomy of chosen and 

unchosen.13 Since the criterion that separates the two classes is indefinable and open to arbitrary 

manipulation, the narrator’s argument can help justify the status quo after the fact: one can say, 

for instance, someone must be one of “the quality,” must be gifted with some special quality, 

because that person stands over others. The same logic can be readily exploited for supporting 

eugenics, racism, sexism, and jingoistic nationalism. The narrator’s declaration, “Let the best 

man win!,” also resonates with Turner’s discussion of “the leadership of the strongest” in the 

following year. What the narrator implies is of course that the Virginian—who climbs up in 

society with his skill and perspicacity without disturbing its order, lynches someone who used to 

be a friend of his without really thinking about the legitimacy of popular justice, and ends up 

becoming a successful industrialist—is a new aristocrat, a prominent example of “the quality.” 

Wister’s novel shares Turner’s awareness of the fact that what should have been a land of 

equality and democracy has actually given rise to a society of inequality and pseudo-aristocracy. 

But Turner’s hesitation in deciding his attitude toward the emergence of inequality appears 

conscientious when contrasted with Wister’s unequivocal affirmation of it. Compared with the 

old type of aristocracy based on blood and genealogy, what is called “true aristocracy” 

establishes itself all the more strongly for being based on the apparently irrefutable ground of 

13. For readings of The Virginian as a social Darwinist and a meritocratic narrative, see 
Davis and Potts, respectively. Jason Potts argues, for example, how the novel’s incorporation of 
the doctrine of meritocracy makes it possible for Wister to “legitimate an equality of opportunity 
that both recognizes the inequalities between individuals and does not require a redistribution of 
capital and wealth” (242; emphasis in orig.).
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individual ability. In addition, the narrative again subjugates women to men, ignoring the 

contemporary issue of women’s suffrage and suggesting that women’s role is to give birth to 

“kings” or superior men.14 While firmly establishing the divisions between the rulers and the 

ruled and between men and women, rigid hierarchical orders disguised as “true democracy,” the 

novel as a whole constructs a post-Civil War national narrative of unification by resolving the 

tensions between the West and the East and between the South and the North with the marriage 

between the Southerner who has become a man of the West and the woman from a family in the 

Northeast. Not only does the novel never question male hegemony, but like Turner’s frontier 

thesis it also disregards people of non-white descent to create the illusion of a unified nation. 

Wister thus embeds and fixes the hierarchical dichotomies in the novel as a part of the national 

myth that he creates, a myth that claims that the U.S., particularly its Western part, is the space 

where real aristocrats can flourish. The Virginian is a monological narrative that assuages the 

anxiety of its contemporary readers by justifying the developing inequality within society and 

ignoring the issues surrounding gender, race, and ethnicity as if they were nonexistent. Unlike 

Bobby Jack Smith and Bobby Jack Smith, The Virginian and the Virginian refuse to imagine an 

alternative reality, only giving affirmation to the existing social order.15

14. For a detailed discussion on this point, see L. Mitchell, “When” 72-75. Focusing on 
the fact that The Virginian is set in Wyoming, a state that was regarded as an “Equality State” 
that promoted women’s suffrage, he argues that “[t]he western has invariably encouraged 
nostalgia for a physically masculine, indeed adolescent West, but Wister’s novel can also be read 
as looking to the future in order to establish through the power of language a counterlogic of 
patriarchy” (74). Evans’s novel transforms Wister’s suppression of Wyoming’s status as the 
“Equality State” into Bobby Jack’s promotion of women’s direct involvement with politics in Hi 
Lo.

15. For a different reading of the passage quoted above, see, for instance, the discussion 
of Gary Scharnhorst, who claims that the narrator’s rhetoric in the passage reflects Thomas 
Jefferson’s distinction between “natural aristocracy” and “artificial aristocracy” (235). 
Scharnhorst convincingly argues how the Virginian is a kind of reincarnation of George 
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Against this historical background and the classic Western that caters to the age, Evans 

posits a radical narrative of social reformation. Although the structure of pseudo-monarchical 

domination in the ranch part has been easy to discern, the town of Hi Lo—the region’s “mining 

and cattle center” (32)—has a more complex social structure. At the top of the visible social 

ladder is the town’s mayor, and around him swarm some corrupt influential men like the banker, 

the priest, and the sheriff. The miners and cowboys comprise the society’s working class, and 

they move between the town and the places of work located outside the town. Most of the female 

characters who appear in the novel are also working-class people, prostitutes in the town’s 

bordellos; there arises an antagonism between one of them, Melee, and the mayor’s wife, 

Dorothy, which emphasizes the existence of a distinct class division between women. Banished 

from the town is a nation of indigenous people headed by Chief Big Dirt Road Maker. The 

structure of society is clear and visible up to this point, but the mayor is in fact a very weak man, 

and those who really control the town’s politics and economy exist elsewhere. One of them who 

becomes the principal antagonist of Bobby Jack is the invisible Gradell, who is rumored to own 

more than half of the town, including “the mines,” “the stage lines,” “the freight lines,” and 

“maybe lots of other things” (34). Gradell’s facelessness is emblematic of the invisibility of the 

real power governing the town, for other controllers of the town include some Eastern capitalists, 

“the directors and owners of the local gold and silver mines . . . from back East” (52). The visible 

hierarchical order of Hi Lo is supported by the invisible power of industrial capitalism, an order 

Washington and Jefferson in a later age, but in claiming that the novel casts the protagonist “as 
the male lead in a revival of the Revolution staged in late nineteenth-century Wyoming” (240), 
his argument obscures the novel’s essential conformism and even seems to support its 
ideological implications. There is nothing revolutionary about the Virginian. He might derive 
from the nation’s founding fathers, but the function of this atavism is to mask his reactionary, 
anti-revolutionary nature.
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vindicated in The Virginian as the domination of “the equality” by “the quality.” And just as the 

cowboys on Gravy’s ranch, except for Bobby Jack, keep working without questioning the 

authority of the despotic rancher, the town’s residents seem to have accustomed themselves to 

this visible and invisible social order and begin to call it into question only after the cowboy 

rides into the town to achieve his ambition. The protagonist’s movement thus parallels the 

transition of the novel’s focus from the individual level to the communal level.

The novel’s shift to the social level can also be observed in Bobby Jack’s reliance on 

others. Although he is a competent cowboy and a skillful gunslinger who stands out from others 

with his ambition, he is far from an individualistic hero distinguished by some quality that he 

possesses by nature. When he robs a stagecoach to acquire funding necessary for the building of 

his empire, he meets a young man named Runt Jackson, who thereafter supports Bobby Jack 

with his intelligence. Bobby Jack repeatedly claims himself to be a smart cowboy and tries to 

show that Runt is a “mind robber” who keeps stealing his ideas (47), but the more he makes the 

claim, the clearer it becomes that it is Bobby Jack who always steals and relies on Runt’s ideas. 

Even when the assistant is not there to help him, his ideas are mediated by the young man’s 

intelligence: “I’d remembered Runt remembering something I’d thought of” (116). The two men 

are a modern version of Cervantes’s Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, and Bobby Jack’s idealism 

is constantly supported by Runt’s practical intelligence. During the stagecoach robbery, Bobby 

Jack also steals from a rich man a French book titled “HOW TO MAKE LOVE AND OTHER 

THINGS” (41), a book that, along with the one on Napoleon, becomes his another bible. Using 

the “secret love words” that he learns from this book (47), he starts his conquests of the women 

of Hi Lo, beginning with a prostitute named Melee. Without Runt’s intelligence and Melee’s 



 95

cooperation, his campaign in the town cannot even begin. His reliance on other characters, as 

well as on books, suggests that he is not an individualistic man with some special quality like the 

Virginian, and that his plot to conquer the town is already a collaborative, collective affair from 

the beginning.  

Just as the whole narrative of Bobby Jack Smith is divided into the ranch part and the 

town part, Bobby Jack’s political career in the second part also goes through two separate stages 

of development, divided by a brief period of decline that is likened to Napoleon’s banishment to 

the island of Elba. During the first stage, he usurps the position of the mayor by blackmailing 

him, begins a reformation of the town by cleaning it up, and tries to diminish the influence of 

Gradell on the town’s politics by controlling its economy. The second stage is a total revolution 

that mobilizes everyone against Gradell and the ruling class, which is a more radical attempt at 

social reformation. What differentiates between the two stages is whether the existing order of 

society is preserved or completely transformed. The first attempt eventually collapses not only 

because Bobby Jack fails to eliminate Gradell, but also because he preserves the hierarchical 

system and thereby makes himself vulnerable to another coup d’état that restores—just by 

replacing his position as the head of the community—what he has transformed into “Our Town” 

to Dirty Town back again (63). Bobby Jack’s second attempt forbids such restoration of the old 

order by completely annihilating it. Although the novel ends with the success of the revolution 

and it is not clear what kind of society will emerge from the process, it points at some directions 

that the emergent form of society can take.

Evans continues to weave the two hypotexts into the novel in the town part, while also 

drawing parallels between the novel’s own two parts. Following Napoleon’s advice that “one 
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must immediately overcome the local government and the rest of the pop—populace was 

easy” (46-47), Bobby Jack decides that the first step is to become the town’s mayor. In order to 

usurp the mayor’s position from Caldingham, Bobby Jack seduces his wife with his secret love 

words and blackmails him. As the wife of a mayor of a provincial town, Dorothy Caldingham is 

the second character in this novel who derives from Stendhal’s Madame de Rênal. Like Julien, 

who rises in the world through his conquests of women, Bobby Jack elevates himself by drawing 

this mayor’s wife to his side. Caldingham can then be likened to Monsieur de Rênal, a 

monarchist and anti-liberal mayor of Verrières who Stendhal’s narrator once calls “a despot” (7); 

the mayor of Hi Lo, like Gravy, is also a reincarnation of Judge Henry in Wister’s novel, since he 

used to be “a judge,” a legal authority like his precursor (Evans, Bobby Jack Smith 52). The 

novel links the roles of the Caldinghams to those of Della and Gravy in the previous part and 

shows that the second part is in a sense a repetition of the first one. Just as he has rebelled against 

the rancher’s authority, Bobby Jack robs the mayor of his position and claims himself the head of 

the town. To sever the town’s economy from Gradell’s influence, he first controls the business of 

prostitution and bootlegging and then starts to steal the cattle from the King ranch and sell the 

meat to the miners working outside the town. This subverts the opposition between good and bad 

in The Virginian, considering that in Wister’s novel the rustlers are represented as evil men who 

are to be punished by the Virginian; in Evans’s novel, in contrast, it is the hero who steals the 

rancher’s cattle. Bobby Jack’s reformation brings a good reputation to the town, and his career 

reaches its highest point when the governor of the New Mexico territory comes to visit the town, 

a visit that the novel describes as one paid by “the royalty” (88); the wording here suggests that 

the episode might derive from the king’s visit to Verrières in The Red and the Black. During the 
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governor’s visit, Gradell, in complicity with the previous mayor, begins attacking Bobby Jack 

and eventually causes his “downfall” (94). His defeat becomes absolute in the scene of the 

showdown between him and Gradell that fails to be a showdown. Saying that “there’s some 

things a man . . . has to do alone,” Bobby Jack walks down the town’s deserted “main street” “at 

exactly high noon” like a typical Western hero (127-28), but Gradell breaks the code of the West 

and does not do the thing alone; instead, a bunch of men sent by Gradell surround the protagonist 

and incarcerate him in the town’s jailhouse. What was going to be the scene of a climactic battle 

turns out to be a complete anti-climax. This scene effectively betrays the anticipation of readers 

familiar with one of the conventions of the Western, a convention that has its origin in the 

Virginian and Trampas’s climactic fight in Wister’s novel. The previous mayor makes his 

comeback, the mayor’s wife betrays Bobby Jack, and those who have supported the cowboy 

desert him and go “over to the other side” (131). During the period of his incarceration, a 

mysterious woman wearing a veil—who later turns out to be the ex-schoolmarm Della—visits 

him in the jail, echoing Madame de Rênal’s visits to Julien in the prison during the last days of 

his life. But unlike Madame de Rênal, Della succeeds in releasing Bobby Jack and Runt from the 

jail, letting them escape from the hanging that the town plans to execute on “the Fourth of 

July” (130), an event that would be a symbolic celebration of the town’s independence from its 

usurpers. And with the restoration of the corrupt administration, the town’s air becomes “polluted 

again” (135), and Our Town reverts to Dirty Town. These events weave a complex textual 

network between the three novels and indicate that Evans’s novel continues to transpose the 

elements found in The Red and the Black and to incorporate and then subvert the ones extracted 

from The Virginian. 



 98

The brief reign of the usurper and the town’s quick return to its original state suggest that, 

although Bobby Jack succeeds in cleaning up the town to an extent, he does nothing essential to 

change its social order. When he steals the previous mayor’s money, he justifies himself by 

saying that the money itself has been “stolen” from people (56), and he is correct in thinking so. 

But his politics does not contribute to any fundamental redistribution of the accumulated wealth 

that has stayed in the hands of the powerful few. During this first stage of reformation, he not 

only preserves the hierarchical structure of domination but even fortifies it. This is most apparent 

in his exploitation of the business of prostitution after his “remodeling of the town” (62). 

Through the process of remodeling, the mayor’s mansion, located on one edge of the town, is 

turned into “Dorothy’s House of Pure Fun” (75), a brothel catering to upper-class customers. He 

builds “The Cat’s Meow” in the town’s center to serve cowboys and miners coming to the town 

with their wages (73), and what has been called “the place on the edge of town” (75), a 

dilapidated brothel located on the opposite end of the town to that of the mayor’s mansion, is left 

as it is, considered unworthy of any investment. The locational arrangement of these three 

brothels strengthens the division of the town’s population into three classes, from high to low, 

while also dividing the prostitutes into three separate groups. This fortification of the class 

structure leads to the antagonism between Bobby Jack’s two principal female supporters, Melee 

and Dorothy, and eventually to the latter’s betrayal of him. And the extensive use of prostitution 

for profit shows that the town’s economy relies on its exploitation of women. Although Bobby 

Jack sounds like a feminist when he makes a speech against reactionary sexists who claim that 

women’s involvement in the world of politics is “unheard of” (88), his reconstruction of the town 

turns most of the women into prostitutes working for men’s pleasure. Profiting from prostitution, 
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bootlegging, and rustling, and called by one character “a real businessman” (70), he has certainly 

risen in the world, but he has also become a parody of the Virginian, “an important man, with a 

strong grip on many various enterprises” (Wister 327). The cowboy who has courageously 

rebelled against his exploitative boss is now an authoritative man himself, domineering over his 

subjects and being obsequious to those who are above him, including the territory’s governor. 

The first stage of Bobby Jack’s social reformation in town is only a renewal of the hierarchical 

order of domination that has existed, and the town can therefore easily revert to its former state 

of corruption. Through its description of the protagonist’s rise and fall as a mayor, Evans’s novel 

caricatures The Virginian.

Bobby Jack’s first period in Hi Lo as mayor is already characterized with his 

collaboration with others to a certain extent, but it is also limited to an individual’s usurpation of 

the mayor’s post. To retrieve the town again, he needs all the help he can get, and this time his 

attack on the town becomes a total “revolution” (140). He gathers the forces and prepares for the 

campaign, studying Napoleon’s “maps,” projecting “the master’s” strategies onto “a big map” of 

Hi Lo, and humming “a war song of the French Revolution” (152, 148). The strategies that he 

adopts are Napoleon’s, but the campaign’s nature is closer to that of the French Revolution, a 

collective revolt of the common people against the corrupt government: “[W]e had here sort of a 

citizen’s army—free to farm, ranch, steal cattle, pray, play and whore around, like folks have 

always naturally done, and at the same time regimented and dedicated to throwing the bastards 

out of Hi Lo” (147). Those who gather around him first are the ones who have been excluded 

from or exploited by the hierarchical social order: the Indians who will be “delighted to have a 

chance to be part of the country again” (139), the miners who have suffered from low wages 
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under the control of Gradell and Eastern capitalists, and the outlaws such as robbers, gamblers, 

and confidence men who have been ousted from communities of law-abiding citizens. Under 

Caldingham’s administration, the prices of commodities rise, the town becomes dirty again, and 

“the street dirt was causing a breathing problem because Gradell wouldn’t allow any watering of 

the streets” (151); the ruling class gains more profit but invests less in public services, hoarding 

the wealth just among them. The deterioration of the life in Hi Lo as a result of the few 

influential men’s domination afflicts the town’s citizens, and they—including women and 

children—again join Bobby Jack in his temporary town built on a hill outside of Hi Lo. In short, 

everyone who suffers from the social order becomes a part of the revolutionary process, and they 

collectively imagine and create an alternative society for themselves, projecting their vision onto 

the status quo and thereby radically transforming it. Unlike Julien Sorel’s rise in the world, 

Bobby Jack’s campaign against the existent society is no longer a display of his personal 

resentment against those above him. And unlike the Virginian’s conformism, Bobby Jack’s 

communal struggle targets the social order itself. It is in these final pages that Evans’s novel 

most strongly manifests its transformative power over the hypotexts.

In addition to its annihilation of the town’s class structure, the revolutionary process is 

also important in its alteration of race and gender relations observed in the conventional Western. 

Against Turner’s and Wister’s ethnocentric narratives, Evans depicts the creation of a community 

that is inclusive in its nature. There are “Poles, Mexicans, Italians, Welsh, Negroes and Irish” 

among the miners who fight with Bobby Jack (143). The indigenous nation led by Chief Big Dirt 

also plays an important role in their campaign, and their friendship dance and war dance heighten 

the spirit of Bobby Jack’s army and frighten those who remain in the town waiting for their 
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attack. The racial and ethnic diversity in the army suggests that the ideal of egalitarianism 

prevails among the revolting people. Also, the description of the indigenous people siding with 

the protagonist in their attack on an Anglo community is a complete reversal of the typical 

representation of Native Americans in Western narratives. In conventional Westerns like The 

Virginian and John Ford’s films—except in Cheyenne Autumn (1964)—they often appear only as 

an undifferentiated mass of hostile enemies deprived of their individuality and posing a threat to 

Anglo-American settlers and travelers in the West. As Jane Tompkins remarks, “Indians are 

repressed in Westerns—there but not there—in the same way women are” (9). By incorporating 

them as active participants in the making of a new community, the novel transforms the racial 

hierarchy that has been repeated in the genre.

Evans also delivers a fatal blow to the genre’s assumption of male hegemony in his 

description of Bobby Jack’s final encounter with Gradell, who turns out to be a composite of 

Gravy King and Della Craven: “By zingos! Gravy . . . Della—the two names put together 

made . . . Gradell!” (166; ellipses in orig.). This stupid punch line in a sense turns the whole 

novel into a practical joke on its protagonist, but its effects are serious in marking the novel’s 

another deviation from the genre’s conventions. In splitting the cowboy-protagonist’s archenemy 

into two individuals, two characters who have appeared as the evil rancher and the kind 

schoolmarm in the previous part, the scene caricatures the Western’s often clear-cut division 

between good and evil. And although it has been Gradell who has broken the code of the West in 

the first scene of showdown, here it is the hero who breaks the code when he shoots Gravy in the 

back, an act that Della says is “a cowardly thing to do” (165); Bobby Jack is an antiheroic 

protagonist, far from being a chivalric man of the West—hence the novel’s title. The most 
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important effect of this climactic scene, however, is that it reveals that everything the protagonist 

has done during the course of the narrative has been a part of the ex-schoolmarm’s plot. The plot 

of the whole novel, in fact, turns out to be a result of the heroine’s struggle to elevate herself in 

the world, so that she would be able to support her poor parents. She explains to Bobby Jack why 

she has joined up with Gravy: “He had all the cattle . . . money, power . . . That’s what I 

wanted” (167; ellipses in orig.). Her confession, on the one hand, points at a tragic situation of 

women in the West, that they have to attach themselves to powerful men to escape from poverty 

in this dominantly male world. On the other hand, it subjects the hero to the heroine, reversing 

the male–female hierarchical relationship. Just as she has succeeded in educating Bobby Jack by 

suppressing the sequels to the stories she has told, Della returns in the end to reveal that she has 

been controlling his life, that she has been the maker and author of his career. This revelation at 

the novel’s end returns the reader to its opening sentence: “If it hadn’t of been for that big-titted 

school marm, I don’t reckon I would’ve become the educated son of a bitch I am” (1). The whole 

novel is emplotted as a retrospective process through which the hero learns how he has been 

transformed by the heroine without being aware of it, which is diametrically opposed to what 

happens in Wister’s novel. In The Virginian Molly is forced to give up her ideas one after another 

by the pressure from the male characters, especially the Virginian and Judge Henry, ending up 

being an obedient wife and mother in the Virginian’s household. In contrast, Della, by 

functioning as the absent central power of the whole narrative, controls the men around her and 

subjects them to her own will. To borrow Tompkins’s words quoted above again, Della is 

“repressed” in the extended middle of the narrative—“there but not there”—as in conventional 

Westerns, but she conceals herself only to resurface with a subversive force in the end. In its 
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representation of the heroine, Bobby Jack Smith repeats and then subverts the convention of male 

hegemony typical of the genre.16

Bobby Jack is again in the danger of making himself a despotic ruler after his second 

conquest of the town; for a moment he considers changing “the name of Hi Lo to Our Town to 

MY TOWN” (165). But after realizing that Della has been behind everything he has done, that 

his achievements are not his own alone, he decides to call the town just “Hi Lo once and forever 

like it’d always been and always would be” (169). Symbolically renouncing his prior 

determination to monopolize the town, he departs from the fierce individualism of Stendhal’s 

Julien and the political career of their master, Napoleon, who became a despot by declaring 

himself the First Consul and then the Emperor of France after his ascendance to power on the 

eighteenth of Brumaire. Like Wister’s novel, Bobby Jack Smith ends with the marriage between 

the hero and the heroine, but the novel’s closing as a comedy is also the inauguration of a 

Western community that does not base itself on any principle of domination or exploitation, in 

terms of gender, race, or class relations. The novel as a whole therefore becomes a comic epic 

story that tells how a fictional utopian community named Hi Lo comes into existence.

Evans’s incorporation of what has been excluded from the mythical West of Wister—the 

actual working life of cowboys, the diversity of people living in the region, and the predicament 

of women in a dominantly male world—shows that he continues his effort to write about the real 

16. Although not so foregrounded as the issues of gender and race, Bobby Jack’s view of 
nature is also noteworthy. From the beginning of the narrative he sometimes perceives and 
describes the natural environment sensitively. When Melee urinates on “a patch of wild 
dandelions” and the plants begin to wilt as a result in front of his eyes, he says that she has 
“forgotten how strongly I felt about keeping the land beautiful and natural” (148-49). This 
characteristic of his might be hinting at the emergent community’s overcoming of the domination 
and exploitative use of the environment by human beings.
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West in this novel. At the same time, Bobby Jack Smith maps an alternative West through its 

rewriting of the hierarchical orders inherent in Wister’s novel and its retrieval of what has been 

excluded from Turner’s historiography. Evans’s novel is itself a fictional palimpsest that weaves 

multiple hypotexts into itself, but by rewriting and transforming the hypotexts it also becomes a 

remapping of the West, another textual layer inscribed on the geographical palimpsest that is the 

West. It ends as a story of the collective revolt of “the equality” against “the quality,” the 

dispossessed against the few who control and monopolize the community’s resources. The West 

still functions here as a space of regeneration, a space of “perennial rebirth” (Turner 2), that 

stages a story of the emergence of a new community, but the vision of society presented in 

Evans’s novel is not a retrospective construction of a national or nationalist history (as in Turner) 

or a conformist justification of the changing West that allows a specific group’s domination of 

others (as in Wister). It is a utopian vision projected toward the future, a vision that imagines a 

society sustained not by domination or exploitation, but by difference and heterogeneity.

Summarizing Henri Lefebvre’s concept of heterotopia, David Harvey says that it 

“delineates liminal social spaces of possibility where ‘something different’ is not only possible, 

but foundational for the defining of revolutionary trajectories,” and that a revolutionary 

movement arises “when disparate heterotopic groups suddenly see . . . the possibilities of 

collective action to create something radically different” (xvii). The spontaneous coming 

together of different social groups under the antiheroic cowboy’s leadership is a fictional 

example of such attempt to create a society that is “radically different” from the existing one. 

Bobby Jack’s personal ambition transforms itself into a collective revolt of the dispossessed 

against the social system in order to occupy the town’s main street, to retrieve the town from the 
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ruling class, and to assert “their right to the city—their right to change the world, to change life, 

and to reinvent the city more after their hearts’ desire” (Harvey 25). And in describing this 

revolutionary process in a fictional New Mexico town, Evans constructs a Western narrative that 

radically deviates from conventional Westerns and revolts against the founding father of the 

twentieth-century Western. The novel, as an alternative Western, thus maps an alternative form of 

society, a West that could have been, or a West that still could be, onto what Turner conceived as 

a continental palimpsest.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“Five Hundred Year Map”: History and Counter-Mapping in Almanac of the Dead

. . . even if nation-states are now just pretexts used by 
multinational conglomerates to serve their interests, I need 
to understand how a place on the map is also a place in 
history. . . .
     ―Adrienne Rich, “Notes toward a Politics of Location”

Max Evans’s Bobby Jack Smith, You Dirty Coward! has told the story of a transformative 

remapping of a community, a revolutionary process in which those who have been dispossessed 

or outlawed by the town take part to create a new society for themselves. In a sense, Leslie 

Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead (1991) presents a similar narrative on a much larger scale 

and in a much darker tone. Telling the story of those who oppose and rebel against the five 

hundred years of colonial oppression and exploitation by Euro-American powers, this massive 

novel extends over the immense space of the Americas, ranging from Alaska to Colombia, 

sometimes reaching out toward the Caribbean islands and the African continent. The novel’s 

spatial scale is accompanied by its temporal scope, which incorporates both the historical and 

mythological past and the prophetic future to represent a circular conception of time that has 

occupied the author since her first novel, Ceremony (1977). Such view of time, in conjunction 

with the fragmentary structure of the novel, defies and is opposed to the linear conception of 

time. In a similar manner, the novel’s geographical expanse and the characters’ movements 

within it challenge the spatial constraint set by the borders between nation-states and other kinds 

of spatial division. The collapse of the division between the past, present, and future and the 

blurring of geographical boundaries undergird the novel’s attempt to retrieve the land and history 
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of the indigenous peoples of the American continents through its narrative. Conflating spatiality 

and temporality, and cartography and historiography, Almanac of the Dead offers a counter-

mapping of the Americas that opposes the hegemonic power of imperialism and global 

capitalism that has occupied the continents for more than five centuries.

In an interview about Almanac, Silko says that “the almanac is a map of the past five 

hundred years—that is, a ‘map’ made out of narratives” (qtd. in Coltelli 119). Although it is not 

clear whether “the almanac” that she mentions here is the novel itself or the old almanac 

contained within it, she is probably referring to both. Indeed, there are many maps and moments 

of mapping in the novel, and the reader encounters a visual map even before the beginning of the 

book’s first part. In this paratextual device added to the book after Silko finished writing the 

novel (Gonzalez 105), a map that she calls “a ‘glyphic’ representation of the narrative” (qtd. in 

Coltelli 119), the author already shows how her novel will merge temporality into spatiality 

(Brigham 304). The map’s subtitle is “FIVE HUNDRED YEAR MAP,” and the four texts 

circumscribed by boxes tell the past, present, and future of the Americas. The graphic map shows 

the U.S. Southwest, Mexico, Cuba, and Haiti (or the island of Hispaniola) and plots the principal 

places that figure in the narrative. The characters’ names are associated with these toponyms, and 

their movements are traced by nine dotted arrows, most of which are directed toward Tucson, 

Arizona as a point of convergence. These movements are explained by sentences written in the 

present tense. The arrows’ directionality and the accompanying texts add a temporal depth to the 

map, but the projection of various events and movements onto the flat surface of these two pages 

gives the impression that everything described here is happening at the same time. The map’s 

perspective provides the reader with a comprehensive and simultaneous view of the characters 
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and events that are localized in terms of both space and time.

Although the written toponyms make it possible to recognize what the map represents, 

Silko’s map is a very strange one, to say the least. The reliability of maps is seldom put into 

question in everyday life, but a map is not a faithful reflection of the actual world; it is, like a 

novel, a representation of the world with its own system of signs and symbols, a graphic text that 

its users usually assume to be realistic. Just as the realistic novel has been developed by writers 

in search of plausible ways to present the world in language, map-makers have sought for 

reliable methods to project the three-dimensional world onto a two-dimensional plane. As Peter 

Turchi says, however, “[t]he first lie of a map—also the first lie of fiction—is that it is the truth,” 

truth in the sense of “objective presentation” (73). Even such a basic cartographic process as 

projection necessarily involves some kind of distortion. In Maps and Politics, Jeremy Black 

remarks that “rectangular maps deprive the world of its circularity: they make each parallel and 

meridian appear as straight, instead of circular, and give the globe the misleading visual 

character of right-angle corners and clear edges” (29). Every element in map-making—such as 

projection, scale, types of lines, methods of drawing, nomenclature, coloring, and typefaces—

changes the effect that a map has on its viewer. Cartographers also have to choose information to 

be included in maps, and this process of selection is always accompanied by some omission or 

exaggeration. Some critics have noted how the novel’s map breaks cartographic conventions to 

draw attention to itself (Anderson 36; Bell 18). Silko’s paratextual map is not free from 

distortions, but she deforms her map in such a way as to foreground the political aspects of 

cartography.

Silko’s map is inextricably tied to the main text of the novel, and she deforms her glyphic 
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map so that it will contribute to the narrative itself. Firstly, the shape of the continent is 

considerably distorted. The southern part of Mexico is broadened to contain the textual 

information within its space. Although the map generally shows the area around the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands, it includes Cherry Hill, New Jersey to trace the movement of the Blue family. The 

distance between Cherry Hill and Albuquerque, New Mexico is shorter than the one between 

Albuquerque and Tucson on this map, which suggests that its scale is not consistent. It is clear 

that Silko is not trying to present an objective or scientific map of the continent. Secondly, there 

is an issue of labeling. The map does not name the United States, whereas “MEXICO” is 

indicated with large letters printed horizontally below the border. The effacement of the country’s 

name points at the politics of cartographic labeling. In the novel, the U.S., as the hegemonic 

power within the Americas during the Cold War era, interferes in the politics of foreign 

countries, including the ones in Middle, Central, and South America. Considering that non-

European lands were often mapped as “empty” space in the age of Eurocentric imperialism 

(Black 130),1 the map’s depiction of the U.S. as a space without a name reverses the relationship 

between the colonizer and the colonized, prefiguring the march of rebellious people that will 

come from the south in the novel. As Eric Gary Anderson points out, Silko “decenters U.S. 

nationalism” with this map (36). A third point concerns the locations of the two Caribbean 

islands, Cuba and Hispaniola. Hispaniola is indicated on the map as “HAITI,” with the presence 

of the Dominican Republic effaced. In Silko’s map, Haiti is located to the west of Cuba, and the 

former is larger than the latter. The two islands’ locations are swapped with each other, which is 

1. A well-known fictional example of this political aspect of cartography appears in 
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902), in which Marlow talks about “a blank space of 
delightful mystery—a white patch for a boy to dream gloriously over” (108).
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another indication of the map’s indifference to cartographic realism. This idiosyncrasy 

announces the roles that these two locations will play in the novel. In the novel and the map, 

Cuba is represented by a dogmatic Marxist named Bartolomeo, who shows a condescending 

attitude toward indigenous people and their history; in contrast, the novel considers Haiti to be a 

significant place where the fates of the tribal peoples of the Americas and Africa converged in 

the New World’s “first successful slave rebellion” or “uprising” that happened in 1791 (529, 

744), an event that, the novel suggests, will be repeated in the near future in a different form. By 

locating Haiti closer to the continent than Cuba, the map is already telling a story.

A fourth unique aspect of the map is the horizontal line that represents the U.S.-Mexico 

border. The unnatural straightness of the line is highlighted by its contrast with the wavy lines 

that designate the continent’s contours. Unlike the shape of the continent or of the islands, this 

line is a human and political construct, not what physically exists on the ground. “Maps,” Silko 

says, “are the only physical evidence of boundary lines” (qtd. in Coltelli 120). Established as a 

consequence of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 and the Gadsden Purchase or the 

Treaty of La Mesilla in 1853–54, the line was mapped by the surveyors and cartographers 

working for the U.S. Corps of Topographical Engineers, a military institution that played a 

significant role in the mapping of the U.S. West (Black 149). The border had to be surveyed and 

recorded on maps before it could exist as a political boundary in people’s mind and before fences 

and walls could be built along the line. In such moments of history, cartography serves as an 

adjunct of power. By repeating the territorial images of nation-states, maps—even such 

innocuous ones as weather maps—help naturalize the existence of artificial borders: “The shapes 

of countries or regions . . . on maps become familiar through repetition in particular perspectives, 
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and, being familiar, seem natural” (Black 144). Maps are sometimes thought to be 

representations of what exists in the real world, but in some cases they precede reality. In other 

words, maps are performative as well as constative, sometimes more the former than the latter. 

Maps and reality refer to each other, each pointing at the other as its own ground. This precarious 

process of cross-reference is the only foundation of political boundaries. This is why Silko says 

that, while working on Almanac, she was thinking about “imaginary boundary lines, real 

boundary lines” (qtd. in Gonzalez 102). Borders do not exist on the ground; they are groundless. 

And when political boundaries are revealed as fiction, the contours of what they demarcate, that 

is, of nation-states, also become blurred (Harder 96); the nation-state is revealed as an imagined 

community or what Silko calls “the nation-state fiction” (qtd. in Coltelli 123). Along with the 

effacement of the U.S. from the map and one of the map legends which says that “Native 

Americans acknowledge no borders,” the artificiality and factitiousness that the border’s 

straightness evokes therefore function to denaturalize the linear division of space. By 

foregrounding the political implications of cartography and distorting the map to fortify its 

connection with the story that she is going to tell, Silko announces that the novel itself will be a 

counter-mapping of the history of the Americas.2

The linear division of space is connected to the linear conception of time. Just as lines of 

longitude and latitude make it possible to project the whole world onto maps, universal time and 

the separation between the past, present, and future have come to dominate every place in the 

world in modernity. The novel’s rejection of the coalition of linear space and time is manifested, 

2. In Rethinking the Power of Maps, Denis Wood writes that “it’s the new attitudes, 
visions, and radical philosophies of the counter-mappers that are really taking maps and 
mapmaking in a whole new direction, a direction with the potential to free maps at last from the 
tyranny of the state” (111; emphasis in orig.). 
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for example, in the words of Calabazas, an old Yaqui Indian who smuggles drugs and weapons in 

defiance of the border and the Anglo-American law: “We don’t believe in boundaries. Borders. 

Nothing like that. We are here thousands of years before the first whites. We are here before 

maps or quit claims. We know where we belong on this earth. We have always moved freely. 

North-south. East-west. We pay no attention to what isn’t real. Imaginary lines. Imaginary 

minutes and hours. Written law” (216). As a descendant of the people whose land has been 

artificially divided by the line between the U.S. and Mexico, Calabazas dismisses not only the 

border but also linear time as imaginary. The imposition of the grid of longitudes and latitudes—

which enabled maritime navigation and surveys of the globe—homogenized space and 

subordinated “all spatialities” to “a European spatiality,” marginalizing non-European views of 

space (Black 136-37).3 The European linear view of time was also complicit in the production of 

this global colonial space, partly because it allowed Europeans to view the other areas of the 

earth as backward and thereby justify their domination over others. Also, it was eventually 

fixated in Eurocentric spatiality when the Greenwich meridian was chosen as the privileged point 

for measuring longitude and universal time in 1884 (Black 37; Westphal 10-11). Calabazas 

regards minutes and hours as imaginary because they are measured by the imaginary lines drawn 

on maps; for him, the linearity of time, like the legitimacy of borders, is a fictional construct. As 

if to emphasize this point, he consistently speaks in the present tense in the quoted passage 

(Anderson 38). He is speaking not only as an individual isolated in time and space; the first-

person plural pronoun he uses is shot through by the collective voice of his people, a community 

3. In Cartographies of Time, Daniel Rosenberg and Anthony Grafton discuss how the 
development of cartographic techniques during the Renaissance was followed by the 
visualization of “the uniformity, directionality, and irreversibility of historical time” with time 
charts or timelines in the eighteenth century (17-20).
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of both the living and the dead.

The novel as a whole opposes the conception of space as a homogenized grid and the 

view of time as a unidirectional, irreversible line. This is because such views of space and time 

have distancing, fragmenting, and thereby debilitating effects on indigenous or any people. On 

the one hand, as is the case with the Yaquis, spatial divisions separate individuals from their 

lands, families, and communities. Most of the novel’s principal characters are living away from 

their communities, whereas the rich and powerful people enclose themselves exclusively in 

privileged spaces. On the other hand, linear time with its threefold division functions to distance 

people from their past and history, from the presence of their ancestors. Such view of time only 

serves the powerful and the privileged (Reineke 71). It lets the colonized or the victimized forget 

what has been committed against their people in the past and how their people have struggled 

against their oppressors; meanwhile, as the past becomes more and more distant, the colonizer or 

the victimizer can forget the guilty acts that they have committed in the past. In a grid-like space 

and a linear flow of time, individuals are reduced to fragments and solitary monads in terms of 

both space and time, severed from their land and their history. Therefore, the retrieval of land has 

to take place simultaneously with the retrieval of history in Almanac.

Maps have often been complicit in domination, oppression, and exploitation, but 

cartography does not serve the powerful alone. After all, as quoted above, Silko designed her 

novel as “a ‘map’ made out of narratives.” A map is a tool or medium for finding one’s own 

location or any other location within a larger area, whether it is the earth itself or a specific part 

of it. The information about such larger area is what an individual cannot acquire by oneself. 

Maps always contain some social or communal dimension, since they represent collective human 
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knowledge of space. Arthur H. Robinson and Barbara Bartz Petchenik define mapping as “[t]he 

form of symbolization with special utility for encoding and transmitting human knowledge of the 

environment” (vii). Following Robinson and Petchenik’s definition of mapping, Mikio 

Wakabayashi, in The Imagination of Maps, distinguishes two types of space that human beings 

experience: localized space and comprehensive space. While localized space is what individual 

human bodies experience as their surrounding environment, comprehensive space is defined as a 

whole within which each localized space is located as one of its parts; the latter is a type of 

spatiality that can be experienced only through maps (Wakabayashi 38-39). Maps thus add 

another dimension to human beings’ experience of the world, a dimension that is not 

monopolized by any one person but is to be shared by anyone (Wakabayashi 46-47). Also, the 

perspective or point of view of a map, which always transcends individual perspectives, is an 

imaginary construct that cannot be assigned to any specific individual; for this very reason, it 

functions as a nonexistent but universal perspective that anyone can adopt as his or her own 

(Wakabayashi 48-49). Silko’s paratextual map has offered its viewer a comprehensive and 

simultaneous view of localized characters and events, making it possible to regard each of them 

as a part of a whole that is the map itself. Therefore, maps function as a medium, as a means of 

mediation between parts and wholes, fragments and totalities, and individuals and communities. 

Since Silko’s map has also been an expression of space with a temporal dimension, 

Wakabayashi’s concepts of the localized and the comprehensive can be considered in terms of 

history as well. In the unidirectional flow of time, each individual occupies a specific span of 

time, separated from one another. The past becomes more and more distant with the passing of 

time. But by retrieving the history of one’s own people as a living presence in the present, 
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individuals can locate their localized lives as parts of a historical whole. “Five hundred years, or 

five lifetimes,” the novel’s narrator says at one point, “were nothing to people who had already 

lived in the Americas for twenty or thirty thousand years” (631). Five centuries are not too long a 

span of time for indigenous peoples to remember and—by remembering—to locate themselves 

as its integral parts. The mapping of history then, like the one of space, has a mediating function.

By further extension of the metaphors, the localized and the comprehensive suggest a 

way to consider how the relationship between characters and narrators functions in novels, 

especially in the ones, like Almanac, narrated from the so-called omniscient point of view. While 

the individual characters are localized points in fictional time and space, Almanac’s omniscient 

narrator or narrative voice keeps moving in time and space, often showing the characters’ minds 

through free indirect speech but always refusing to privilege any one perspective. The narrator’s 

free-floating, comprehensive, and pervasive presence is similar to the point of view adopted in 

Silko’s map, a transcendental and universal perspective that cannot be ascribed to anyone but for 

this very reason can be shared by any reader of the novel. The narrator’s mapping of the entire 

narrative metaphorically places the characters and events as localized parts of the novelistic 

whole, and this is a process in which the reader can and has to participate and cooperate. 

Although this might seem to be a matter of course, such narratological aspect of mapping is an 

essential part of Silko’s poetics in Almanac. In all of these cases, contrary to cartography’s 

complicity in political division and domination, mapping serves as a means of mediation and 

connection between fragmented parts and wholes. Silko’s construction of her novel as a narrative 

map thus functions on multiple levels at the same time.

In her essays and interviews about Almanac, Silko repeatedly explains how she tried to 
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avoid a linear representation of time in this novel. In “Notes on Almanac of the Dead,” she says 

that she “could not think of the story of the Almanac as a single line moving from point A to 

point B to point C. I knew that I wanted to shape time inside my Almanac. . . . I had to figure out 

how to do this and still tell stories people could understand” (140). She also mentions in the same 

essay that the ancient Mayan people thought of time as “a living being” that “did not die,” and 

that the old people of Laguna Pueblo also thought that “time was round—like a tortilla” (136).4 

At the most macroscopic level, this indigenous concept of circular time is repeated in the map 

and the narrative of Almanac as the old prophecy which foretells that “gradually all traces of 

Europeans in America would disappear and, at last, the people would retake the land” (631-32). 

With the disappearance of “all traces of Europeans,” not of Europeans themselves, indigenous 

people will be able to roam the land of the Americas again, just as they had always done before 

the arrival of Columbus. The actualization of this future is set beyond the end of the novel, but 

every element in the narrative moves toward this vision of the Americas.

At the same time, Silko’s rejection of linear time operates at more microscopic levels—

for instance, in the narrator’s manipulation of time and tense. This is one of the most 

conspicuous narratological characteristics in Almanac, and almost every chapter contains 

passages that destabilize time in a strange manner. The following, which describes Menardo’s 

visit to Greenlee’s army surplus store in Tucson, is just one of the countless examples:

But just then Menardo turns to find Greenlee kneeling, pressing on a floorboard. 

It comes up with a pop! and Greenlee lets himself down into the hole in the floor. 

Menardo later wonders why he followed crazy Greenlee into the basement. Later, 

when Greenlee has renovated the warehouse basement, they both still laugh about 

4. See also Gonzalez 102 and Irmer and Schmidt 148-49.
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that day. Menardo had followed Greenlee without hesitation. He stepped off the 

bottom rung of the ladder, and Greenlee flipped on the lights dramatically. . . . 

Later Menardo asked Greenlee why he had trusted Menardo, and Greenlee had 

laughed nervously. . . . (265)

There is a complex intertwining of what the Russian formalists call fabula and syuzhet in this 

passage; while fabula is the line of narrative events arranged in chronological order, syuzhet 

concerns how a narrative spatially plots out these events on the page. What complicates the 

matter further is the narrator’s frequent shifts in tense. The narration of this chapter, “Arms and 

Munitions,” begins in the present tense and progresses straightforwardly until it arrives at this 

passage. The first two sentences continue the present tense. Then the next one jumps to an 

unspecified moment in the future, while retaining the present tense, to reveal Menardo’s 

retrospective thought. What happens just after the action described in the second sentence is now 

turned into an event in the past, narrated in the past tense; the point in time that the present tense 

indicates has therefore moved forward. The fourth sentence again describes an event that 

happens in an unspecified moment in the future, a moment that might or might not be continuous 

with the one described with the present tense in the previous sentence. And the next sentence 

repeats the action described in the third sentence with a little more information (“without 

hesitation”); the tense, however, is now the pluperfect. This sentence, along with the subsequent 

ones, might be narrated through free indirect speech, but this is indeterminable. The following 

two sentences, including the one omitted with the ellipsis, are relatively straightforward, showing 

in the past tense what happens after Menardo has followed Greenlee into the basement. With the 

last sentence, however, the narrative again jumps to an unspecified moment in the future, this 
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time with the past tense. By now the present tense has totally disappeared from the narration, and 

the rest of the chapter continues in the past and pluperfect tenses. The narrative’s linear 

progression is suddenly disrupted here, and it becomes impossible to plot the events exactly on a 

timeline. It is also hard to tell whether and when the narrator’s voice merges with Menardo’s 

mind. Silko’s method of narration causes a vertiginous effect and frustrates the reader’s desire to 

disentangle the intertwined moments and events. The present tense in the chapter’s first half has 

served as a firm point of reference by which the past and the future can be defined, but the 

narrator dislocates the present of the narrative, throwing it back and forth, until the past, present, 

and future merge with one another and become indistinguishable. The flow of linear time is now 

out of joint, and the fragmented pieces of time exist side by side on the novel’s pages.5 Not only 

is the narrator’s disruption of time repeated in almost every chapter of the novel, but it is 

replicated on a larger scale by the novel’s division into many short chapters that are arranged in 

non-chronological order. Although such manipulation fragments the whole of the novel into 

separate parts, it avoids the distancing of the past that a linear arrangement of narrative would 

inevitably produce. The novel’s entanglement of events necessitates the reader’s active 

participation in the process of decoding (Irr 232), which is analogous to the characters’ decoding 

and transcription of the old almanac within the novel. But sometimes, as in the passage above, it 

becomes impossible to distinguish the past, present, and future. The temporal structure of the 

novel therefore works both ways: while it embodies the fragmented state in which the novel’s 

characters are living, it also represents the coexistence of all times by refusing to allow the past 

5. Again, a suggestive point of comparison is provided by Conrad, whose The Secret 
Agent (1907) combines the story of a terrorist plot to bomb the Greenwich Observatory—a 
symbolic locus of imperialism and universal time—with a method of narration that explodes the 
linear progression of time.
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to recede into the distance.

Another important aspect of the novel’s narration is the narrator’s voice. Not constrained 

by any localization, this free-floating voice provides the reader with a comprehensive view of 

Silko’s fictional world by constantly transgressing spatial and temporal boundaries. Sometimes 

the voice of narration merges with those of the characters through free indirect speech, but such 

moments only fortify the telepathic ability assigned to this omniscient and omnipresent voice. 

Except in the quotations from various documents and notebooks, the novel’s narration generally 

avoids the first-person singular pronoun, and the narrator remains a disembodied voice. In two 

scenes in the novel, however, the narrator momentarily employs the first-person pronoun without 

using quotation marks. In these moments, the voice identifies itself with a specific character and 

thereby becomes embodied. The first example is Yoeme’s telling of some stories of the past to 

her granddaughters, Zeta and Lecha. After a colon at the end of a paragraph, the narration 

suddenly switches to the first person, and the narrator’s voice merges with Yoeme’s: “I have kept 

the notebooks and the old book since it was passed on to me many years ago” (128). The old 

Yaqui woman continues to tell the stories of a lost section of the ancient almanac that she has to 

replace with her own writing, of the Mexican soldiers’ violence against her people, and of the 

man who white people have called Geronimo (128-30). Then the narration reverts to the third 

person, although Yoeme’s own voice returns for a moment when she talks about a big bull snake, 

a snake that is supposed to hear “the voices of the dead” (130): “You can’t have a conversation 

right away. . . . Let him hear your heartbeat. Let him hear your breathing” (131). As a keeper of 

the fragments of the old almanac, Yoeme herself is another guardian of the voices of the dead. In 

addition, although she is an individual character, her name implies that she is an embodiment of 
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her people’s collective history, for the Yaqui people “call themselves the Yoemem, People” (Evers 

and Molina 7).6 Since Yoeme is already dead in the present of the narrative, the merging of the 

voices of the narrator and Yoeme suggests that the narrator here becomes a medium through 

which the voices of the people, including the dead, speak in the present.

This reading is supported by the other passage that adopts first-person narration, which 

suddenly appears at the beginning of part two: “The old man was that way. . . . Full of beer he 

used to get very serious, and when I was a young child, I felt frightened” (257).7 The abrupt shift 

to first-person narration raises the questions as to who “[t]he old man” and “I” are and who the 

listener of this story is. The first-person narrator’s story about the old man continues for three 

paragraphs and tells how the old man has talked about his ancestors. The old man has also told 

the narrator that the present time is “Death-Eye Dog” or “The Reign of Fire-Eye Macaw” and 

that his ancestors have considered Europeans to be “the orphan people” separated from their land 

(257-58). Therefore, there are multiple layers of storytelling in this passage; the old man’s 

ancestors, the old man himself, and now the unnamed first-person narrator all take turns passing 

on these stories. Deborah Horvitz argues that this passage gives the narrative voice “to Menardo, 

which he gives to his Indian grandfather, fondly called ‘the old man’” (57). She identifies the “I” 

and “the old man” as Menardo and his grandfather. This interpretation is understandable, 

considering that in later pages the phrase “the old man” indeed refers to Menardo’s grandfather. 

But Horvitz’s reading is called into question by what the novel’s narrator writes immediately 

6. Larry Evers and Felipe S. Molina also note that “Yoemem seems to be increasingly 
popular in those situations when the people want to call special attention to themselves as a tribal 
people” (199n).

7. Horvitz says that this is where “the only first person narrative voice” in the novel 
appears (57), ignoring the earlier scene of Yoeme’s first-person narration. This neglect is 
probably the reason for another possible error that her reading contains, as will be discussed.
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after the three first-person paragraphs: “Menardo had loved the stories his grandfather told him 

about the old man who drank stinking beer and talked about and sometimes talked with the 

ancestors” (258). This sentence clearly indicates that “the old man” and Menardo’s “grandfather” 

are different individuals. The first-person narration at the chapter’s beginning therefore should be 

assigned not to Menardo but to his grandfather, who tells the stories of the unnamed old man and 

his ancestors to Menardo. As has been the case with Yoeme’s narration, the novel’s narrator again 

mediates the voices of the dead, merging itself with the voices of the grandfather, the old man, 

and the latter’s ancestors.

In these two significant moments in the novel, the narrator’s otherwise disembodied 

voice becomes indistinguishable from the ancestors’ voices. This idiosyncratic method of 

narration seems to indicate that the novel’s narrator is the ancestors, the dead, the past, and the 

history of the Americas. Moving back and forth in time and space, picking up the rubble of 

history, and haunting the present and the future of the continents, the narrator-as-history at once 

provides a comprehensive narrative map of the localized fragments of history and performatively 

shows that the past is not past or distant but a living presence in the present. The power of history 

is emphasized by the divergence in the fates of the characters who have listened to the stories of 

Yoeme and the grandfather. While Lecha and Zeta, as the current keepers of Yoeme’s old 

documents, become an important part of the transcontinental insurrection of the indigenous 

peoples against the dominant Euro-American culture, Menardo, ashamed of his indigenous 

ancestry, sides with what the novel calls “the Destroyers” (336) until he commits an accidental 

suicide, killed at the hands of his Indian chauffeur, Tacho-Wacah. “The political significance of 

memory,” Rebecca Tillett argues, “lies in its ability to empower individuals and communities, in 
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its power to provoke action and activism” (162). Reminding individuals of the outrageous acts 

that have been committed against themselves in the past, and locating them as integral parts of a 

historical whole, history makes it possible to retrieve what Janet M. Powers calls “the lost will to 

rebel” (263). In contrast, the denial of and distance from the past has a debilitating effect and 

reduces individuals to powerless monads, as is the case with Menardo in his U.S.-made 

“bulletproof vest” (Silko, Almanac 317), which isolates him even from his wife and does not 

save him from Tacho-Wacah’s shot; his belief in the cutting-edge technology used for the 

production of his vest is ironically betrayed by some “[m]icroscopic imperfections in the fabric’s 

quilting” (509). Despite the warning contained in his grandfather’s story, he becomes one of “the 

orphan people” separated from his own land and community. Silko’s unique method of narration 

and manipulation of time are thus an essential part of the novel’s construction of its concept of 

time and history.

Although it eventually betrays its wearer, Menardo’s bulletproof vest is emblematic in 

showing that the division of space is one of the privileges reserved only for the rich and 

powerful. Menardo is a member of a shooting group called “El Grupo” (331), which meets at a 

local golf course; other members of the club include such local men of influence as the judge, the 

governor, the police chief, and General J. This high-end circle of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Chiapas has 

its U.S. counterpart in Tucson, where the assassin Max Blue does business with some 

authoritative figures like Judge Arne, the senator, and the police chief on “the golf course north 

of city” (234). These country clubs serve as spaces of safety for these corrupt men of influence, 

protecting them, as Menardo’s vest is supposed to do, from those who they exploit and oppress. 

Another extreme example of such space of privilege is the “Alternative Earth unit” designed by 
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Serlo, who is obsessed with the preservation of “sangre pura” (542, 541). These alternative 

biospheres reserved for “the select few” are supposed to be “self-sufficient, closed systems, 

capable of remaining cut off from earth for years” after the earth becomes inhabitable (542-43). 

The human organ trafficker Trigg’s cannibalistic plan for Tucson as “the health and beauty 

capital” will reduce underprivileged people, “[h]oboes and wetbacks,” to human materials to be 

“harvested” for fresh organs (663), and Leah Blue’s project of “Venice, Arizona, city of the 

twentieth-first century” will make the areas surrounding it inhabitable by monopolizing the 

limited water resources available in the Sonoran Desert (375). All of these circumscribed spaces 

or “closed systems” function as a reversed version of Native American reservations. Rather self-

imposed than imposed by others, the borders of these spaces exert the forces of differentiation 

and homogenization at the same time. While firmly dividing space into the inside and the 

outside, they homogenize each of these two types of space, effacing any difference that might 

exist within each. The same thing can be said about the human beings divided into two social 

groups by such spatial division. The homogenization of the unchosen is what allows the chosen 

to exploit them as an undifferentiated mass of human materials, and only the chosen retain the 

privilege to transgress the boundaries for exploitation. This mechanism of the division and 

homogenization of space is repeated on a larger scale by the political boundaries between nation-

states on maps: “Cartography has reduced regions to being parts of a state and has lessened their 

distinctiveness. . . . Maps produce an image of a country/state/nation as more integrated, distinct 

and centralized than was and is in fact the case. . . . Space was homogenized in order to be 

reorganized at the dictates of the central government” (Black 112). As Ann Brigham’s analysis 

shows, Trigg’s scheme to exploit the body parts of immigrants from the south of the border is an 
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epitome of the way the U.S.-centered global capitalism devours Mexico as a labor reserve, 

transgressing both the bodily and national boundaries (308-13). At the levels of both the 

individual and the national, the linear division of space benefits the powerful alone and literally 

cuts the rest into pieces.

Leah’s project of Venice, Arizona exemplifies cartography’s complicity in the 

exploitation of people and the earth. Her plan to transplant and replicate the Adriatic city of 

Venice in the Sonoran Desert is a violent rejection of what is local, what is specific to individual 

places, in terms of both the environment and history (Brigham 314; Irr 237). The project is not so 

preposterous as it seems. In Las Vegas, there is a hotel named the Venetian, whose website boasts 

of “a graceful and romantic glide down the Grand Canal in an authentic Venetian 

gondola” (“Gondola Rides”); in a sense, Leah is a caricature of the U.S. entertainment industry 

that has created a city like Las Vegas in the middle of the Mojave Desert.8 Since she is “in the 

real estate business to make profits, not to save wildlife or save the desert” (Silko, Almanac 375), 

the law of the market precedes everything for her. Leah uses the corrupt Judge Arne to fend off 

the indigenous people and environmentalists protesting against the project. Just as Trigg’s 

scheme transgresses the border to cannibalize immigrants as biomaterials, she and the judge 

transgress the legal borders protecting the place and its people, homogenizing the land as a 

material for profit. Her mapping gaze reduces the local geography to a geometric grid: “Some 

nights Leah would lie with her eyes closed and imagine that the city limits of Tucson and 

surrounding Pima County were a gridwork of colored squares for Chinese checkers” (360). A 

8. Also, there used to be a small mill town named Venezia in Yavapai County, Arizona. 
Leah is at least not alone in wanting to create “a European genealogy for the Southwest 
region” (Brigham 314).
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similar description is repeated later in the novel: “The grid of blocks and lots on the Tucson city 

map was a chessboard” (379). Tucson indeed contains a grid-like space divided by its vertical 

and horizontal streets running throughout the city. Leah’s cartographic imagination transforms 

the city further by assigning imaginary colors to the tracts of land, just as different countries, 

states, or counties on maps are divided by various lines and colors. And through this imaginary 

transformation of space, the town becomes a “Chinese checkers” board or a “chessboard,” 

something that can be manipulated by the players who look down on the whole from above with 

their comprehensive gaze. The town divided by its streets is again broken into smaller fragments; 

each location on the map is deprived of its individuality and turned into a homogenized 

commodity that can be bought and sold by the real estate business. This dominating gaze is 

analogous to the Eurocentric view of the globe as a grid-like space divided by the lines of 

longitude and latitude imposed from above. It is an imperialistic gaze that separates itself from 

the mapped space and reduces the world to a manageable size.9 Here the map is not used to 

locate oneself in a larger area, to mediate between the localized and the comprehensive. The map 

image allows the looker to efface his or her presence on the ground and allows the possessive 

gaze to dominate over a spatial expanse. Leah’s husband, Max Blue, shares the sense of power 

that such miniaturization of the world provides: 

[Max] wandered into Leah’s office with its map scattered with blue, green, and 

yellow pins. Max had felt a flicker of interest stir. Max had leaned close to the 

display tables of the architect’s scale models of the canals and lakes and golf 

courses for Leah’s Venice, Arizona, development. Max had not been interested at 

9. For a concise historical overview of the homogenizing effects of the grid of longitude 
and latitude on the geography of the U.S., see Siegert 111-15.
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first, but as Venice began to take shape with maps and models, Max had begun to 

feel faint anticipation stir. Leah saw Mediterranean villas and canals where only 

cactus and scraggly greasewood grew from gray volcanic gravel. (378)

Leah’s cartographic imagination divides and homogenizes space by reducing the world to “scale 

models.” And reduced to a manageable size, the land stirs and stimulates the capitalists’ greed 

and desire for domination. For the imperialist and capitalist imagination, the ground is not what 

sustains and supports human beings from below; it is something to be dominated and exploited 

from above. As her plan to transplant Venice from Italy to Arizona suggests, Leah’s is an 

uprooted, ungrounded gaze of capitalist cartography.

But cartography can be turned against itself: “There is no reason,” Black says, “why 

cartography has to serve as an adjunct of power” (120). The most incisive critique of the linear 

division of space and its homogenization of the earth in the novel comes from Calabazas, who 

will “never abandon what he called ‘the war that had never ended,’ the war for the land” (178). 

Countering the privileged transgression of borders committed by the power of global capitalism, 

he has been smuggling things across the U.S.-Mexico border in defiance of the law and this 

political line for a long time. His denial of imaginary lines, lines that make Leah’s exploitative 

project possible, in the passage quoted earlier in this chapter is not an attempt to homogenize 

space. Rather, it functions as an affirmation of differences that exist within demarcated spaces, of 

the uniqueness that each individual location of the earth contains, thereby revealing the arbitrary 

and ungrounded nature of spatial demarcations. When his assistant smuggler Root remarks that 

“one dull gray boulder looked identical to another dull gray boulder a few hundred yards back,” 

Calabazas scolds him for his “blindness” because there are no identical things in the world (201). 
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Then Calabazas tells Root how to see the difference between the two rocks: “Root had rubbed 

his hand over the edges of the fracture lines, and although both rocks were the same dull gray 

basalt, he had been able to feel differences along the fractures” (202). Although the two rocks 

were born out of the same earthy material, the difference between them lies in “the fracture 

lines” drawn on their surfaces. By tracing these lines with his hand, Root learns to see difference 

where he has seen only homogeneity. This is a moment of mapping that is entirely different from 

what Leah experiences with her grid-like space. The lines on the rocks function as if they were 

routes drawn on a map, since the knowledge of these lines and therefore of the slight difference 

between the two locations is crucial for locating oneself, for finding one’s way in the desert 

landscape. Transcribing Calabazas’s words, the narrator writes, “Survival had depended on 

differences. Not just the differences in the terrain that gave the desert traveler critical information 

about traces of water or grass for his animals, but the sheer varieties of plants and bugs and 

animals” (202). Those who only see uniformity in the desert cannot survive, and the knowledge 

of a slight difference makes all the difference for survival. Root’s mother has raised him as a 

person of “‘Spanish descent,’ not Mexican,” obscuring his roots in the Americas (169; emphasis 

in orig.). This is analogous to the way Leah tries to transplant a European city in the Sonoran 

Desert. The mother’s insistent imposition of European origin on her son, the narrative implies, 

has been a cause of his blindness to differences: “Because if you weren’t born white . . . or . . . 

what they called normal, or if you got injured, then you were left to explore the world of the 

different” (202-03).10 By tracing the pieces of the ground, Root enters “the world of the 

10. The phrase “the world of the different” resonates with what Gloria Anzaldúa calls “El 
Mundo Zurdo,” the Left-handed World, a transformative vision of the world that is constructed 
out of differences. See, for example, Anzaldúa 49-50.
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different,” begins to retrieve his own roots, and learns to find his routes. To borrow James 

Clifford’s words, what is described here is a process of “mapping without going ‘off earth’” (31). 

Calabazas and Root’s cartography literally begins from the ground, from the localized, and 

gradually constructs a comprehensive knowledge of a larger area within which they can locate 

themselves. No one can monopolize the comprehensive view provided by this process of 

mapping. Their counter-mapping therefore defies the imposition of a grid that reduces individual 

places to identical tracts that can be located by longitude and latitude. In addition, their 

physically constructed knowledge of space is what is transmitted from person to person, from 

generation to generation. Unlike scientific and apparently objective maps created by professional 

cartographers, their map belongs to the realm of oral storytelling, a map made out of narratives 

that constructs a community across time. Just as Silko’s unique method of narration in the novel 

does, the way Calabazas transmits his knowledge to the younger man emphasizes how the past is 

a living presence in the present. Going back and forth across the border with the knowledge 

passed on from the past, these smugglers defy the boundaries set by the dominant culture and 

locate themselves as parts of their people’s land, community, and history. Paradoxical as this may 

seem, their knowledge of differences envelops them as fragmentary parts of a whole that is not 

circumscribed by any physical or imaginary line.

With his geographical knowledge grounded on the uniqueness of individual places, 

Calabazas defies the legitimacy of the border that has divided his people’s land, revealing its 

groundlessness. As Alex Hunt remarks, his local knowledge is essential “for the business of 

running drugs and guns across the border and therefore for subverting the law more 

generally” (“Radical Geography” 257). Political borders are often preceded by their cartographic 
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representations and are thus products of the performative power of maps. As stated earlier, they 

have to exist on maps and in people’s imagination before they become naturalized. Furthermore, 

in the case of the U.S.-Mexico border, the line has been transgressed by the state that established 

it in the first place: “The terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had guaranteed protection for 

all land titles granted prior to the arrival of the U.S., but the treaty had been violated again and 

again by whites greedy for the best land” (Silko, Almanac 236-37). The establishment of political 

boundaries, as J. Hillis Miller suggests, coincides with that of jurisdiction, and legislation can be 

regarded as “topographical work, work not entirely unlike the naming of places” (Topographies 

80). Political borders are legal borders, and to move from one state to another is to move from 

one area governed by a certain law to another. The repeated violation of the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo by the U.S. government and its citizens means that the law has been transgressed by 

itself. As Bernie Harder says, the U.S. government is located “outside the law and beyond the 

control of its citizens” (100). But the government cannot retain this transcendence permanently, 

for the law, by breaking its own boundaries again and again, undermines itself, loses its 

legitimacy, and becomes groundless. As if to emphasize the law’s self-annihilation of its own 

“topographical work,” every character and institution associated with law in the novel—

including judges, politicians, and police officers—is corrupt and involved in some kind of 

criminal activity. And when the legal boundaries lose their legitimacy, the geographical 

boundaries that have coincided with them become groundless. The only support that remains for 

law is what is written on papers, something not unlike the lines that exist first and only on maps. 

This is why Calabazas has rejected “[w]ritten law” along with imaginary lines and time in the 

passage quoted above and why Zeta, another smuggler, thinks at one point in the novel, “How 
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could one steal if the government itself was the worst thief?” (Silko, Almanac 216, 133). When 

the state transgresses the border, both the state and the border lose their legitimacy, and the 

dividing line becomes punctured.

While Calabazas has retained the communal knowledge of space and history through his 

act of smuggling, Sterling, a Laguna Indian who has been banished from his people’s 

community, is an orphan figure, a victim of the spatial division that has been imposed by the 

dominant culture. Failing to prevent a Hollywood movie crew from filming the sacred stone 

snake that has appeared within the Laguna Pueblo, he commits a sin against the community’s 

sacred site, a sin that becomes the principal reason why “[t]he governor, the tribal officers, and 

the tribal judge” criticize and eventually banish him into exile (91). Their judgement is only 

partially just, for the decision of banishment is motivated by the personal jealousy of some of the 

community’s members (Donnelly 254). Silko suggests here that law is not functioning properly 

not only in cities like Tuxtla Gutiérrez and Tucson but also in Indian reservations. But even 

before this punishment, he was already separated from the community to an extent. Without 

parents, he has been “alone in the world since his aunt Marie had died” (39). And even while the 

aunt was alive, he was sent away to an “Indian boarding school,” where he became interested in 

“the law” and obsessed with reading “[t]he Police Gazette and the True Detective magazines” to 

understand how the law works (26), before going to California to work for railroads. The time he 

has spent away from the community is brought against him during his trial, making him a 

“conspirator” of white “conquistador[s]” (96). His spatial distance from the land is turned into a 

spiritual distance from the community, which, in turn, becomes the reason for his banishment 

again. Although his interest in the reading of magazines, as a result of the dominant culture’s 
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education of indigenous children, exemplifies his distance from the oral culture of his own 

people, Sterling turns the culture of writing against itself through his own process of historical 

mapping. As soon as he arrives in Tucson, using the knowledge he has acquired from his 

magazines, he begins to visit the places associated with “the history of outlaws and famous 

criminals” (26): the Congress Hotel where “John Dillinger’s gang had made their worst 

mistake” (28), “the bungalow not far from University Street where Dillinger himself and his 

girlfriend had been captured” (74), and “the large old house on Main Street” that is supposed to 

have been “Geronimo’s house” (79). Tracking and plotting these locations connected with the 

town’s past, he and Seese, who accompanies him, feel the vivid presence of the past in the 

present Tucson: “It was easy to imagine all the things happening when you were parked right 

there on the actual site” (76). By letting him find the actual sites of historical events, his bookish 

knowledge makes it possible for Sterling to map the past in the present, to look through the town 

at the historical ground on which it stands in the present. And this historical ground, he finds, is 

illegal and criminal. Observing how the law has acted illegally in Dillinger’s case and how the 

town’s merchants have grown rich through the wars with Geronimo and his people, Sterling and 

Seese find themselves in “a place founded mostly by criminals” (81). The history of outlaws and 

criminals is now turned upside down, and the novel reveals that it is the town’s “fine old 

families” themselves that are outlaws and criminals (80). Like Calabazas’s cartographic 

knowledge that points at the illegitimacy of the national border, Sterling’s historical mapping 

reveals the questionable ground of the town’s foundation. The narrative fortifies Sterling’s 

discovery later by its description of “the Thursday Club” or “the Owls Club,” a corrupt 

homosocial coalition of “law enforcement and the local business community” in Tucson 
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(643-44). Founded against the people embittered by the U.S.’s confiscation of Mexican territory 

after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, this exclusive club functions as another circumscribed 

space of privilege reserved only for the powerful. Having had enough of the society founded on 

crimes, Sterling eventually goes back to his community to receive the stone snake’s prophetic 

message. Although different from Calabazas’s method of mapping, Sterling’s historical journey 

through Tucson turns out to be another instance of counter-mapping, a mapping that excavates 

what is hidden in Leah’s superficial view of the town as a grid. 

Like Sterling, Seese is another orphan figure who temporarily finds a place to stay in Zeta 

and Lecha’s ranch house in Tucson. Just as the line that circumscribes the boundary of the 

Laguna reservation has worked against Sterling, the spatial division by political borders has a 

devastating effect on this Anglo-American woman, whose child, Monte, has been kidnapped by 

her ex-partner and his homosexual lover to Colombia.11 The existence of the borders makes it 

impossible for her to find and save her child before he falls prey to Beaufrey’s cannibalistic 

violence. In addition to her journey through Tucson with Sterling, she experiences a strange 

moment of cartographic vision near the end of the novel, at a location where “the police used to 

find dead whores”: “Seese lay on her side and stared at the river gravel; the ground resembled a 

map with villages and cities marked with pebbles of varying size as one might expect to see, if 

one could fly over a map instead of the earth” (700). After perceiving that “Monte was 

dead” (595), and after witnessing just in front of her face the Tucson police’s violence against 

11. Critics have pointed out the problematic implications of Silko’s association of male 
homosexuality and criminality in Almanac. See, for example, Hunt, “Radical Geography” 
271-72 and Schacht 69n. Even Janet St. Clair, who has discussed this issue most extensively, 
finds Silko’s representation of her male homosexual characters “disquietingly incongruous, at 
best” (216). This is indeed a major problem in a narrative that explores, as Calabazas has said, 
“the world’s differences” (Silko, Almanac 203).
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one of its own officers and the owner of a striptease bar where she used to work, she is at this 

moment at the nadir of her life. But from the bottom of the world she soars over the ground in 

her vision. The ground ceases to be itself and becomes “a map,” a representation of itself. This 

miniaturization of the world provides her with a comprehensive view of the world in which she 

would just be a tiny dot—or perhaps not even a dot; she might be imagining herself as a detached 

ghostly presence that hovers over the ground. Although the world shrinks to a small scale here, 

the ground that has become a map is totally different from Leah’s maps and models, for it does 

not offer any sense of domination to Seese. This enigmatic moment of mapping seems to echo 

what her father, who was killed while flying a U.S. Navy jet fighter during the Vietnam War, 

used to tell her as “one of their little jokes” (55): “Her father used to tease her about going up and 

never coming down. Just flying and flying forever, so whatever bad weather there was down 

below, dust storms or even earthquakes, you wouldn’t be touched” (54). The father also used to 

say, “Seese is a born flyer, just like her daddy” (54). By flying over the ground in her 

imagination, Seese therefore shares the vision of her dead father, conjuring the absent presence 

of the dead in the present. Just after having this vision, she determines that she “had to 

remember” Monte (700), whether he is living or dead. Her cartographic imagination mediates 

between her solitary existence and the memories of the dead and overcomes temporal and spatial 

boundaries, making her realize that a part of her father is alive within her as a vision of survival 

in face of disasters. Through the image of the map, she locates her fragmentary, localized being 

as a part of the communal whole of her family, which sustains her will to live on. Her imaginary 

map becomes a medium for communication with the dead. As has been the case with Calabazas 

and Sterling, mapping enables her to retrieve the past in the present as its integral part.
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In these ways, Silko’s historical cartography or cartographic historiography in Almanac 

functions to mediate between the present and the past, the living and the dead, and individuals 

and communities across time and space. The prophesied future in which all things European will 

disappear from the Americas is set beyond the boundary of the book itself, but in a sense the 

process of repairing the wounds, of connecting the fragments of time and space, already starts at 

the moment the narrator’s voice begins to tell its tales, linking different moments and places and 

presenting the characters’ experience of history and geography all at the same time in the eternal 

present, where the past remains as a living presence and the future resides as a return of the past. 

As one of the fragments in Yoeme’s old notebooks says, “Sacred time is always in the 

Present” (136). Everything converges in the present. The novel ends with Sterling receiving the 

message of the stone snake, which is “looking south, in the direction from which the twin 

brothers and the people would come” (763), a movement that repeats the northward journey of 

the old almanac itself, whose story has already been told by Yoeme and the narrator to Zeta, 

Lecha, and the reader of Almanac.

Twin brothers named Tacho-Wacah and El Feo lead the people’s journey from the south 

to the north, but the strongest theoretical support of the movement comes from Angelita or La 

Escapía. Resisting the dogmatic Cuban Marxist Bartolomeo, who is not different from Euro-

American oppressors in his dismissal of the history of the indigenous peoples, she retrieves Karl 

Marx as a “tribal man and storyteller” (520).12 La Escapía explains to her people that 

12. As Miriam Schacht argues, “Bartolomeo represents a Leninist interpretation of 
Marx’s work that posits the necessity of a vanguard party, an elite group of intellectuals who will 
prepare the way for a communist utopia. This is the primary type of Marxism discussed in the 
novel, and Marxism-Leninism lends itself quite easily to the paternalism that Bartolomeo 
displays” (61). The division between the party’s elite and the common people functions in a 
manner similar to the circumscribed spaces reserved only for the privileged class in the novel.
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communism is not incompatible with the indigenous communities of the Americas because 

“Marx stole his ideas from us, the Native Americans,” and because “[c]ommune and communal 

were words that described the lives of many tribes and their own people as well” (311, 314). In 

her view, Marx’s vision of communism as commune-ism or community-ism is especially 

important to Native Americans in that it is based on his understanding of the importance of 

storytelling. By telling the stories of oppressed workers in Europe, she thinks, Marx has told 

“people to remember,” whereas “white men had been telling the people of the Americas to forget 

the past” (311). Marx appears here as a storyteller who has mediated between solitary workers 

and a historical community of the oppressed working-class people. And he himself is evoked in 

the novel by La Escapía as one of the dead, as a part of the past that returns to sustain the 

present; through her description of La Escapía’s communication with “the ghost of Karl Marx,” 

Silko evokes “Marx the man” as a living voice from the past (518, 519; emphasis in orig.). In 

other words, the indigenous revolutionary woman is talking about the dead who has talked about 

the dead. This process of transmission of stories is not unlike the one observed in the passage 

narrated by the cooperation between Menardo’s grandfather and the novel’s narrator. As if to 

emphasize this point, Silko carefully chooses the way to quote from Marx’s work. Looking at the 

filthy cityscape of Mexico City, La Escapía recalls a passage from Capital: “Here was the place 

Marx had in mind as ‘a place of human sacrifice, a shrine where thousands passed yearly through 

the fire as offerings to the Moloch of avarice’” (Silko, Almanac 313). These words come from a 

subsection titled “The Badly Paid Strata of the British Industrial Working Class” in chapter 

twenty-five of the first volume of Capital, but they are not Marx’s own words; they are put into a 

footnote by Marx as a quotation from Samuel Laing’s National Distress (Marx 812n). By 
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quoting Marx’s quotation of Laing’s description of the terrible condition under which the 

working-class people were forced to live, Silko foregrounds the process by which stories are 

passed on from person to person, from generation to generation. Also, Marx provides La Escapía 

with not only a way to bridge the past and the present but a way to imagine a world without 

borders: “Engels and Marx had understood the earth belongs to no one” (749). As a collection of 

the voices of the past, Marx’s work is represented as analogous to Yoeme’s old almanac and 

Almanac itself. Merging the thought of Marx and the significance of storytelling in indigenous 

communities, La Escapía reappropriates the thinker as a theoretical support for the revolutionary 

movement.

Although the novel gives considerable importance to the reappropriation of Marx’s 

thought, and although Silko herself says that “Almanac of the Dead is my tribute to Marx” (qtd. 

in Arnold, “Listening” 193), La Escapía’s is not a single dominant discourse that prevails among 

the rebels against the five hundred years of oppression by colonialism and global capitalism. La 

Escapía herself is aware of this when she says, “Our army is only one of many all over the earth 

quietly preparing” (518). The individuals who constitute the people’s army led by Tacho-Wacah 

and El Feo are already parts within a communal whole, but the novel locates this community 

itself as “one of many,” as a part within a still larger community. Again, the dynamic 

cartographic relationship between the localized and the comprehensive is working at multiple 

levels. This becomes more apparent when most of the principal characters converge in Tucson 

near the end of the novel. In the sixth part, “One World, Many Tribes,” the characters whose acts 

have been told separately by the narrator gather in one place at the same time for the 

International Holistic Healers Convention held in the ballroom of a hotel in Tucson and the 
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subsequent meeting of its representative participants in a hotel room. La Escapía literally 

becomes just one of the many participants in these scenes.

During the meeting in Room 1212, the representative rebels discuss “a network of tribal 

coalitions dedicated to the retaking of ancestral lands by indigenous people”; “Europeans were 

welcome to convert,” the narrator continues, “or they might choose to return to the lands of their 

forebears to be close to Europe’s old ghosts” (737). Although the meeting takes place inside the 

closed space of a hotel room, the project that is discussed here is inclusive in its nature, open to 

anyone who wants to participate in the project for the reclamation of the indigenous Americas. 

The closed room here therefore functions differently from the circumscribed spaces of the 

corrupt social elite that have appeared in the narrative. The meeting scene orchestrates, as it 

were, a cacophonous polyphony of different voices, rather than a harmonized unison of 

resistance. The characters share the ultimate objective of their rebellions, but Silko emphasizes 

how they do not agree on anything else; the only thing that connects the diverse cast is their 

determination to retake the land. Especially Calabazas, from whose point of view the scene of 

the meeting is mostly narrated, becomes “skeptical” (737), feeling that the others’ plans are 

either too optimistic or too violent. Aware that the peoples’ movement will continue “with or 

without him” as it has always done, this man who has fiercely defied the existence of the 

international border for all his life now feels tired and ready to “retire from smuggling, politics—

everything” (739-40), to leave everything to the younger generation. Calabazas’s distance from 

the others, in spite of his sympathy with their objective, is emblematic of the way Silko’s novel 

continues to resist the forces of homogenization and side with the world of the different, even 

within this closed space. Perhaps the author could have chosen to make a strong political 
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statement by describing these characters as a unifying and unified force gathered under a single 

dominant discourse or leadership. But she remains faithful to the novel’s structure by refusing to 

efface the differences between them and retaining the singularity of each part that composes a 

whole. This aesthetic choice, of course, is itself a strong political statement. As Brigham points 

out, the novel’s characters are “simultaneously fragments and wholes,” just like the old almanac 

and the novel itself (324). After the convention and the meeting, they are dispersed, each 

returning to his or her own community to prepare for the arrival of simultaneous uprisings of 

indigenous peoples of the Americas. The novel is a map without any dominant or dominating 

perspective that would subjugate the singularity of each localized part. The characters are and 

will remain parts of a community of those who have nothing in common, except their histories 

and their belief in the return of a world without borders.

Throughout her massive novel, Silko shows that cartography can always work both ways. 

It becomes an adjunct of power when it helps to divide, fragment, homogenize, and dominate 

space, individuals, and communities. But it can be turned against power, can become a means of 

counter-mapping, when it helps to locate oneself within a communal whole with its own history 

and then to locate each community within a still larger communal whole that eventually covers 

the entire space of the Americas. The role of maps to mediate between the localized and the 

comprehensive is crucial in Almanac, both temporally and spatially. It functions to empower 

solitary individuals by letting them know that they are parts of a large community of the living 

and the dead, an inclusive community that anyone can join as long as they feel the presence of 

the past as a living part of the present, and as long as they can imagine the return of a world 

without any artificial borders. And with its story that sprawls and spreads without any single 
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privileged center, Almanac draws a multi-centered, polyphonic narrative map of the Americas, 

awaiting the arrival of a coming revolution that is at the same time a return of the past.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Ways of Life, Lines of Stories: Border Nomads and Narrative Cartographies in The Crossing

  . . . lines exploring, intersecting, paralleling, twisting,
noding: deranging, clustering.
                                                    ―A. R. Ammons, “Lines”

The previous chapter has analyzed Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel as a narrative map of the 

Americas that defies the linear conceptions of space and time, lines that divide, separate, and 

fragment individuals and communities. But lines can be creative as well as destructive, dynamic 

as well as static, and not all lines are linear or rectilinear. Cormac McCarthy’s The Crossing 

(1994) draws various types of lines within its narrative. On the one hand, the novel centers 

around the protagonist’s three crossings from New Mexico to Mexico. Billy Parham’s story is a 

gradual process of loss and alienation, reaching an apocalyptic moment at the end. On the other 

hand, Billy’s tragic itinerary is only one of the threads that constitute this narrative space. The 

story of his life crosses paths with many wayfarers in the borderlands: Americans, Mexicans, 

indigenous peoples, Mormons, Mennonites, gypsies, actors, horses, dogs, birds, and wolves. Not 

only are their nomadic movements described by the novel’s narrator, but they are sometimes 

narrated to Billy by other characters he encounters during his journeys. Billy is both a man of 

action and a listener of stories. The lines drawn by the characters’ journeys and by the stories told 

are the threads that weave the texture of the novel’s narrative. Primarily referring to the 

protagonist’s repeated crossings of the linear border, the novel’s title, then, is also about the 

crossings of these threads and paths. Constructed as a meshwork of heterogenous ways of life 

and lines of stories, The Crossing becomes a dynamic narrative map of the U.S.-Mexico 
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borderlands, a textual space that is always in the state of becoming.

Walking is one of the most common activities of human beings that draw lines in space. 

Depending on the occasion, the line of a walk can be a straight trajectory that connects the two 

points of departure and destination or a meandering one that continues to wander without any 

specific destination. In Henry David Thoreau’s essay titled “Walking” (1862), there is a curious 

mixture of these two types of spatial movement. On the surface, the loose structure of the essay, 

which jumps from one topic to another, seems to imitate the leisurely pace of walking itself 

(Friesen 22). Thoreau says at one point that his walks are not an attempt to reach a destination, 

for he is “not in a hurry to get to any tavern or grocery or livery-stable or depot to which [the 

roads] lead” (231). The statement suggests that he walks for walking’s sake alone; here walking 

is an activity that is meaningful in itself, not a means to achieve some goal. Such view of 

walking, however, slightly contradicts what he has said at the beginning of the essay. After 

stating his intention to “regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature” (225), 

Thoreau briefly discusses two playful etymologies of the word sauntering. His first explanation 

is that the word derives from medieval wanderers who “asked charity, under the pretence of 

going à la Sainte Terre”; he adds that those who only pretend to be pilgrims are “mere idlers and 

vagabonds,” but that those who really “go there are saunterers in the good sense” (225). The 

second explanation traces the origin of the word to the expression “sans terre, without land or a 

home,” which could also mean “having no particular home, but equally at home 

everywhere” (225). Then he says that he prefers the first explanation because “every walk is a 

sort of crusade . . . to go forth and reconquer this Holy Land from the hands of the 

Infidels” (225). If a walk is a “crusade,” it is not an end in itself. It is a means to achieve a 
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mission, to reach the “Holy Land” that lies at the end of the road. The essay presents these two 

contradictory views of walking at the same time.

This self-contradiction is augmented by another aspect of the essay. Following his 

discussion of walking as a crusade, Thoreau argues that true walkers belong to the class of “not 

the Knight, but Walker Errant,” who exists “outside of Church and State and People” (226). His 

romantic view of walking turns a walker into a heroic person of solitude and individualism, 

separated from every social institution. As a solitary walker-errant, every day he sets out into the 

outside world and returns home. Later he explains that the outline that circumscribes his walks 

has the shape of “a parabola,” and that he usually walks in the general direction of “the 

southwest or west,” a direction in which freedom, the wilderness, and his future exist (234). At 

this moment in the essay, Thoreau’s discourse moves from the level of the individual to the level 

of the nation, for the West is where the nation as a whole is moving: “I know that something akin 

to the migratory instinct in birds and quadrupeds . . . affects both nations and individuals, either 

perennially or from time to time” (235). This correspondence between “nations and individuals” 

heading toward the West leads the author to devote the latter half of “Walking” to the topic of the 

West as a space of “the Wild” (239), which makes this work a discourse on “nationhood and 

national culture” (Menard 592). The itinerary of the walker-errant, who was supposed to be free 

from “State and People,” now overlaps with that of a collectivity; the individual’s walk becomes 

a miniaturized version of the people’s movement, as in a fractal that repeats the same pattern at 

different scales. And as if to imitate the geometric figure of the “parabola” with its mirroring 

structure, the description of Thoreau’s own walking turns into a mirror image, or a parable, of the 

westward movement of the United States, leading to a vision of the future in which people can 
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cohabit with “all good things” that are “wild and free,” just as he does (Thoreau 246).1

There is a tension between the open-ended line of casual walking and the line leading 

toward a specific destination in “Walking,” in terms of both its content and structure. Thoreau’s 

account of his daily walks turns out to be not so errant as it has seemed at first, for he walks 

toward the same general direction every day. Following this direction, what has seemed to be a 

rambling essay about walking and nature develops into a discourse on the West, the wilderness, 

and the future that the U.S. should envision for itself. Thoreau’s walking, though it does not lead 

him to any specific destination such as a “tavern or grocery or livery-stable or depot,” takes him 

to the West or the Southwest in his imagination. The meandering writing develops into a linear 

discourse that moves forward in space and time, and his pedestrian cartography of the local 

geography becomes a parabolic map of the whole nation on the move.

Billy Parham is the principal walker-errant or rider-errant in McCarthy’s novel. Multiple 

types of lines observed in Thoreau’s essay—straight lines, wandering lines, and parabolic lines—

exist in The Crossing to construct the novel’s fictional world. Depending on the aspect from 

which it is observed, the narrative shows different patterns of lines drawn in space. The novel’s 

main plot centers around Billy’s journeys. As Dianne C. Luce remarks, the novel “employs the 

road as metaphor for the life journey or the narrative of a life” (195). The road figures as a 

chronotope of life as journey or of journey as life, and Billy’s journey on the road becomes the 

story line of his life. A cursory look at the novel’s beginning and end will reveal a rectilinear 

1. Thoreau is not supporting the contemporary ideology of Manifest Destiny, of which he 
was one of the most eloquent critics, as can be observed in “Civil Disobedience” (1849). 
Although both Thoreau and the contemporary expansionist discourse regard the West as a space 
where the future of the U.S. lies, their visions of that future differ from each other. For a reading 
of “Walking” as a counter-discourse directed against U.S. expansionism, see Menard 597-621. 
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pattern that moves from the point of origination to the site of apocalyptic destruction. Framing 

the whole narrative, these two places constitute a line that parallels Billy’s gradual downfall and 

alienation, apparently foregrounding the irreversible nature of this fictional world. But the actual 

roads that he travels are not straight. Each of his journeys draws a parabolic line or a 

boustrophedonic pattern on maps, beginning from New Mexico, crossing into Mexico, and 

returning to the U.S. Each time, he departs on some mission set for himself, but his aim is always 

thwarted by unexpected events. He never reaches his goal in a straightforward manner, and he is 

forced to wander around Mexico until he eventually returns northward. And during each of his 

wanderings, Billy crosses paths with other wanderers and storytellers. In these moments, the 

novel diverges from its main plot into byroads. Such moments often threaten Billy’s status as the 

principal character and show that the line of his story is only one of the countless ways of life 

that weave the texture of the novel’s fictional space, or of what the novel’s narrator calls “the rich 

matrix of creatures” that is the world itself (McCarthy, Crossing 127). Every being is regarded as 

both a part and a product of this matrix. This view of the world as a matrix, tapestry, or texture, 

along with the various types of lines that traverse McCarthy’s narrative space, gradually 

dismantles the force that drives the story along the rectilinear line connecting the beginning and 

the end. Whereas Thoreau has shaped his walking and essay into a linear argument, McCarthy 

continuously derails the forward motion of the narrative by juxtaposing other patterns of 

movement with it.

The Crossing is a cartographic narrative full of roads and toponyms, but maps or images 

of maps, when they appear in the novel, are often characterized in a negative manner. The novel 

emphasizes that actual maps are not a sufficient tool for finding one’s location in the world, 
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which constantly escapes from attempts to capture it as a static cartographic image. Near the 

beginning of the novel, the narrator likens Billy’s father to someone “truing some older, some 

subtler instrument. Astrolabe or sextant. Like a man bent at fixing himself someway in the world. 

Bent on trying by arc or chord the space between his being and the world that was. If there be 

such space. If it be knowable” (22). A mechanical device cannot help him fix his own being in 

the world, and later in the narrative the father will be murdered offstage. At another point, the 

narrator describes “waterstains” that draw “great freeform sepia maps as of old antique 

kingdoms, ancient worlds” on “the swagged and crumbling plasterwork” (221); there is also a 

description of papered windows that are “like parchments or old barren maps long weathered of 

any trace of their terrains or routes upon them” (324). And a gypsy storyteller Billy encounters 

near the novel’s end mentions a “stained and whimsical map printed on poor paper already 

severing at the folds” (406). These actual and metaphorical maps, which are “crumbling,” 

“weathered,” or “severing,” point at their own inability to capture the world, to retain its traces 

and routes. A Yaqui Indian named Quijada, who crosses Billy’s path twice in the novel, tells him 

that the names of places “exist only on maps,” and that “they cannot find for us the way 

again” (387). The attempt to stabilize the world on a map is defeated by the constantly changing 

world. Rather than a tool that helps someone find his or her own location defined by coordinates, 

the map figures as an attestation to the inexorable force of time’s arrow.

The entire narrative of The Crossing is framed by two vivid scenes of opening and 

closure. The novel begins with the Parhams moving from Grant County to Hidalgo County, New 

Mexico around 1930 and ends with the image of Billy sitting on a road located somewhere close 

to San Lorenzo, New Mexico on July 16, 1945. The sense of beginning and ending is fortified by 
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the novel’s biblical allusions. The opening scene likens the Parhams’ new home to the Garden of 

Eden in Genesis: “He carried Boyd before him in the bow of the saddle and named to him 

features of the landscape and birds and animals in both spanish and english” (5). Like Adam in 

the Garden (Kollin, “Genre” 577), the as yet unnamed protagonist brings the land into existence 

and order for his younger brother, by naming its features and creatures. But Billy cannot stay in 

the paradise forever, and his exilic existence begins when he leaves home for Mexico. Near the 

end of the novel, he encounters “four horsemen” who turn out to be atrocious bandits (394). 

They are reincarnations of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, and their appearance prepares 

the ground for the final moment of revelation witnessed by Billy: “He woke in the white light of 

the desert noon and sat up in the ranksmelling blankets. The shadow of the bare wood 

windowsash stenciled onto the opposite wall began to pale and fade as he watched. As if a cloud 

were passing over the sun” (425). What changes the darkness of the early morning into “the 

white light of the desert noon” is a false sun created by scientists. The scene describes the first 

successful detonation of an atomic bomb at the Trinity site (Hunt, “Right and False Suns” 

31-33). Opening with the Garden of Genesis and closing with the apocalyptic revelation of the 

Trinity, the novel connects the two locations associated with the beginning and the end of 

Christian time. While Billy’s naming of the landscape is an act that conjures up something out of 

nothing, the atomic bomb is a weapon that has a potential to reduce everything to nothing. These 

paired scenes evoke the image of the world heading along the irreversible line of time toward a 

moment of heat death.

This cosmological frame of the entire narrative partly parallels Billy’s individual 

trajectory, a continuous process of loss and alienation. Billy’s departure from and loss of his 
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home are prefigured by two events described near the novel’s beginning: his encounters with a 

pack of wolves running on a plain and with an unnamed Indian who asks him for food. While the 

former event leads to his first journey into Mexico with a she-wolf that he has trapped, the latter, 

the novel seems to imply, will be a distant cause of the murder of his parents. Billy is always torn 

between order and disorder, between his vision of the way the world should be and the way the 

world actually is. Maria O’Connell is correct in pointing out that he “longs for stasis,” that “[h]is 

desire and his blindness cause him to try to keep everything in its place” (594-95, 597-98). Each 

of Billy’s crossings is a mission that he imposes on himself to restore order in the world of 

disorder. But these romantic attempts are always thwarted, and he unwittingly becomes an agent 

of disorder himself. In the first journey, he tries to return the she-wolf to her home in the 

mountains of Mexico, but he is forced by the situation to kill her with his own hands. Billy and 

Boyd depart on the second journey to retrieve the stolen horses of their murdered parents, but 

Billy loses not only some of the horses but also his brother, who elopes with a Mexican girl they 

have met on the way. The third crossing is Billy’s attempt to reunite with the lost brother, but he 

finds that Boyd is already dead and buried in Mexico. Since he restores the brother’s corpse to 

the U.S., the final journey might be regarded as a partial success, but it does not end in the way 

he has wanted it to, as is clear from what he says to a stranger: “This is my third trip. It’s the only 

time I was ever down here that I got what I come after. But it sure as hell wasnt what I 

wanted” (416). Despite—or rather because of—his attempts to keep everything in its right place, 

the world continues to disintegrate into a chaotic state before his eyes. Time moves forward 

relentlessly even while he is wandering in Mexico, and every time he returns to his country, Billy 

has to witness irretrievable changes that have taken place: the murder of his parents, the U.S. 
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taking part in World War II, and finally the advent of the atomic age. Like the second law of 

thermodynamics, the forward motion of the narrative crushes Billy’s effort to restore order, 

reverse the flow of time, and prevent his world from disintegrating into chaos, disorder, and 

nothingness. Billy is like Walter Benjamin’s angel of history, whose “face is turned toward the 

past,” while he himself is propelled “into the future” by the “storm” of “progress” that blows 

from “Paradise” (257-58). Moving from the paradise to the apocalyptic moment, the novel seems 

to contain a strongly linear structure heading toward the end of the line.

The Crossing ends with Billy sitting and weeping “in the road” (426), unable to move any 

further after witnessing the rise of the false sun. Both the protagonist and the narrative itself 

seem to have exhausted their energy at this point. With these static and apocalyptic images, the 

novel evokes a strong sense of death at its end. One model for lines of narrative and life is what 

Peter Brooks calls Freud’s masterplot in Reading for the Plot. For Brooks, temporality is a factor 

more important than spatiality in the reading of narrative fictions, for the simple but undeniable 

reason that “man is ambulatory, but he is mortal”: “Temporality is a problem, and an irreducible 

factor of any narrative statement, in a way that location is not” (22). Temporality or, more 

specifically, mortality, the inevitability of ending and closure, is the ground from which he 

constructs a model for narrative plot through a reading of Sigmund Freud. Discussing the tension 

between the drive toward death or ending and the constant deferral of the moment of closure, 

Brooks emphasizes the significance of the point of ending, a point that comes at the end but 

precedes everything in the construction of narrative. What he extracts from Freud is the view of 

life as a “complicated detour” before reaching the moment of death: “The organism must live in 

order to die in the proper manner, to die the right death” (107). Applied to narrative, Freud’s 
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model suggests that the narrative middle is a “detour” or an “arabesque in the dilatory space of 

the text”: “The model proposes that we live in order to die, hence that the intentionality of plot 

lies in its orientation toward the end even while the end must be achieved only through detour,” a 

detour that makes the final moment “more effective” (108).2 In this model, no matter how 

complicated, sinuous, or tangled the middle is, every narrative or life is something teleological, 

heading toward the predetermined and inescapable point of closure and death. According to 

Brooks and Freud, death is the point that provides shape and meaning for the line that precedes 

it, and it is the ground from which every life or narrative springs as detour before reaching it. 

Everyone lives in order “to die the right death,” and every story is told to reach an appropriate 

moment of final stasis.

This model for lines of narrative and life resonates with some ideas concerning mortality 

and death presented in The Crossing. While trying to trap the she-wolf, Billy seeks advice from 

an old trapper named Don Arnulfo, who tells him that “there is no order in the world save that 

which death has put there” (45). One of a group of men who Billy and Boyd encounter in the 

Mexican town of Bacerac says that “our graves make no claims outside of their own simple 

coordinates and no advice as to how to arrive there but only the assurance that arrive we shall”; 

another man in the same group tells them that “death often leads them to attribute great 

consequence to trivial things” (186). Near the end of the novel, Billy meets another man who, 

with a firm belief in destiny and fatalism, says that people “will seek their deaths in the face of 

every obstacle,” that “no matter how hidden or crooked the path to their destruction yet they 

2. It is important to note that, despite his dismissal of the significance of location and 
spatiality in narrative, Brooks has to rely on the words like “arabesque,” “squiggle,” and 
“detour” to describe his theory of narrative plot (104, 108). Spatial metaphors of lines intrude 
into his discussion of a narrative model that is supposedly focused on temporality and mortality.
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would seek it out”; “He spoke,” the narrator adds, “as one who seemed to understand that death 

was the condition of existence and life but an emanation thereof” (379). These words about death 

uttered by different characters echo one another across the novel’s pages. Arnulfo thinks that 

death is what provides the sole order for the world.3 While the first man in Bacerac believes that 

one’s grave is a point in space located by “simple coordinates” where one will surely “arrive” in 

the end, the second man regards death as what gives significance to trivial things that happen in 

life. These statements can be paraphrased in terms of the reading of narrative: the closure is what 

offers the sole order to the fictional world; the end is the inevitable point that every narrative has 

to reach; and the knowledge of the inescapable end provides meaning for apparently trivial 

details encountered along the way. The power of death to define the shape of life is most clearly 

stated by the last man, whose speech and the narrator’s comment on it accord with Brooks’s 

model for lines of narrative and life. As in Brooks’s account, the temporal order of life and death 

is reversed in the man’s view, and death is considered to be the “condition” or ground of 

“existence” that precedes “the path” of life, which becomes reduced to “an emanation,” an effect, 

of the inevitable point of ending. The endpoint comes before the line heading toward it, and the 

former structures the latter.4 At one point in the narrative, Billy himself becomes obsessed with 

his own mortality. Trying to enlist in the army during World War II after his second return from 

3. The view of death as the source of order apparently contradicts the idea stated above 
that the fictional world continues to disintegrate into disorder in spite of Billy’s attempts to arrest 
the process. Such discrepancy comes from two different views of the final moment of stasis. 
While the second law of thermodynamics regards the state of disorder or of maximum entropy as 
a point from which no further change can emerge, Don Arnulfo seems to consider death to be the 
only source of stability in the world of uncertainty. The phenomenon that the two views describe 
is the same, but they differ in their evaluation of it.

4. When working on the Border Trilogy, McCarthy also started his writing from its final 
volume, Cities of the Plain, which was initially conceived as a screenplay. Then he went 
backward and wrote the first and second volumes to reach the point of ending again.
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Mexico, he is diagnosed as having “a heartmurmur,” a condition that prevents him from 

becoming a soldier (339). He repeatedly asks doctors questions such as “Will I die?” and “If I’m 

goin to die anyways why not use me?” (340, 341). The possible nearness of the moment of 

ending begins to disturb him, and he futilely tries to prove otherwise, wandering around the 

Southwest and visiting doctors in various towns. Death encroaches upon the line of his life. The 

novel’s repeated emphasis on the inescapable point of ending seems to fortify the driving force 

of the narrative that leads to the apocalyptic moment.

As Brooks’s model shows, the act of reading always moves toward the end. The reader of 

a novel has to reach its final page at some point in time, and this is a condition of every reading. 

But by suggesting that “the end is a time before the beginning” (Brooks 103), the linear model 

also reverses its motion. If, as the man of fatalism has said in McCarthy’s novel, life is “an 

emanation” of death, then the middle of a narrative becomes a line that is born out of its closure. 

The narrative begins to flow backward as well as forward, and the tension between or the 

combination of these two linear forces becomes what weaves the texture of a narrative. In Chaos 

Bound, N. Katherine Hayles discusses a trend in chaos theory that tries to construct a 

“thermodynamics that integrates reversibility with irreversibility” (92). In this model, the 

moment of maximum entropy is located “at the beginning rather than the end of time,” and she 

explains that this “transformation of entropy from epilogue to prologue” reinstates chaos as “our 

primordial parent,” as something creative and dynamic, not destructive or static (105). This 

model, developed by Ilya Prigogine among others, is supported by a certain cosmological view, 

according to which, “although the universe will continue to expand, it will never reach a point of 

ultimate dissipation because it possesses the capacity to renew itself” (Hayles 111). By 
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transforming what has been regarded as the end of the universe into its beginning, this model 

presents a conception of the universe as an entity that continues to generate itself, escaping from 

what has been conceived as the moment of heat death. Although the central thesis in Brooks’s 

model is that every life is lived “to die the right death,” that every story is told to reach an 

appropriate end, his dislocation of narrative closure from the end of the line to “a time before the 

beginning” makes his model resonate with Hayles’s explanation of Prigogine’s ideas.5

The idea that the end can become a beginning is also supported by many aspects of The 

Crossing. McCarthy’s narrator juxtaposes the images of two suns in the final brief section of the 

novel. This section begins with the apocalyptic rise of the false sun from the Trinity site, but the 

final sentence of the novel describes the emergence of the true sun from the eastern horizon: “He 

sat there for a long time and after a while the east did gray and after a while the right and 

godmade sun did rise, once again, for all and without distinction” (426). Beginning with an 

image of ending and ending with one of a new beginning, of the sun rising “once again,” this 

section forms a chiastic pattern, an X, or a crossing, and juxtaposes two opposing forces of 

narrative. The novel here implies that the end can become another beginning, that the world can 

escape from an apparent moment of apocalypse without being stabilized. In addition, the motif of 

the Trinity or threeness evoked by the atomic bomb test site also begins to radiate backward from 

this scene of ending, reversing its own meaning. Near the end of the novel, Billy encounters a 

group of gypsies carrying a dilapidated airplane, and one of them becomes a storyteller in this 

scene: “Conrespecto al aeroplano, he said, hay tres historias” (403). Claiming that there are three 

5. Some critics have employed chaos theory in their readings of McCarthy’s other works. 
While Forrest G. Robinson mentions it in his discussion of No Country for Old Men (2005), 
Gordon E. Slethaug analyzes Blood Meridian (1985) and All the Pretty Horses (1992) in his 
book on chaos and literature. See Robinson 107 and Sleuthaug 131-54.
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stories or histories about the plane, the gypsy takes over the role of the narrator and begins to 

weave his tales. Earlier in the narrative, Billy stops at the house of a blind ex-soldier and his wife 

and listens to the story of their past. At one moment in her narration, the wife says that as in 

every story we encounter three travelers on the road: “Como en todos los cuentos hay tres 

viajeros con quienes nos encontramos en el camino” (284). After clarifying that these three 

persons are a woman, a man, and a child in this case, she continues her narration. In these scenes, 

threeness appears as a constitutive element of the stories being told, as what makes the act of 

storytelling possible. More importantly, the entire narrative of the novel is organized around the 

protagonist’s three journeys or crossings from the U.S. into Mexico. This repeated motif of 

threeness as the ground from which stories are created is opposed to the destructive image of the 

Trinity at the end. As has been the case with the description of the two suns, the novel transforms 

the end into the beginning.

Rather than fortifying the unidirectional line of narrative that keeps moving forward, The 

Crossing proliferates different types of lines in order to subvert its force. The novel as a whole is 

constructed by a combination of forward and backward motion; beginning in a paradisiacal 

location, the story heads toward an apocalyptic site that turns out to be another beginning, which 

flows back into the preceding narrative. This pattern forms a parabolic line that does not stop at 

what seems to be its lowest point. The novel repeats similar patterns throughout its narrative: 

parabolic or boustrophedonic lines, chiastic lines, or stories and interpretations that keep 

proliferating without being tied into a single thread. What all of these lines have in common is 

their refusal to be contained. They transform an apparent end into a new beginning and continue 

to extend themselves without reaching a destination. Crossing one another, these lines gradually 



 154

construct a dynamic narrative map of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands that refuses to be stabilized 

into a fixed shape.

Although his movement in the narrative is framed by the vivid images of the beginning 

and the end, the trajectory of Billy’s life is not a rectilinear one that moves from a point of 

departure to a predetermined point of destination. As his desire to restore order in the world of 

disorder indicates, Billy’s step forward is also an attempt to step backward in time. His 

movement is pointed toward two opposite directions at the same time. This double-headedness, 

which is analogous to the way the whole novel combines the irreversible and reversible lines of 

time, is reflected in the lines that his motion draws in the narrative space. Billy’s trajectory often 

moves to and fro, repeating itself, retracing itself, and folding back on itself. Throughout the 

narrative, he visits the same places and encounters the same characters again and again. Such 

repetitive pattern is already apparent from Billy’s attempt to capture the wolf that has been 

assaulting his family’s cattle: he departs from his home, traces the wolf’s tracks to set traps, and 

returns home. This pattern is repeated until the wolf unknowingly crosses Billy’s path and steps 

on one of his traps. When he meets an old man who asks him what he is going to do with the 

wolf, Billy answers, “Fixing to take it home” (58). It is not clear whether the “home” mentioned 

is Billy’s or the wolf’s at this point, but later, when Billy stands by “a crossfence,” he decides to 

head south and take the wolf back to her home in Mexico: “Damn all of it, the boy said. Just 

damn all of it” (63). With this decision, the narrative expands into a larger pattern of similar 

repetitive movement. Moving south and north, down and up between the U.S. and Mexico, the 

protagonist’s shuttle-like movement draws parabolic or boustrophedonic lines in space. It seems 

as if he is weaving the story of his own life. Near the end of his second journey, Billy wanders 
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around Mexico in search of Boyd. Growing “thin,” “gaunted,” and “pale” like a ghost, he passes 

through “settlements through which he’d passed before and where his return was remarked upon 

by the poblanos so that his own journeying began to take upon itself the shape of a tale” (331). 

Tracing and retracing his own steps and leaving tracks for others to read, he becomes a “tale” to 

be read and talked about. He turns into one of the winding threads in the novel’s tapestry.

Each of these journeys is initially motivated by Billy’s decision to achieve some mission. 

As the circumstances thwart his plans again and again, however, the trajectory of his life 

gradually transforms into a line of aimless wandering, rather than a rectilinear line that heads 

toward a specific goal. Without any goal or destination, he begins to live a nomadic existence in 

the borderlands. At one point in the narrative, Billy says to a Mexican woman that “he did indeed 

have a long journey,” but that “he did not know what the end of his journey would look like or 

whether he would know it when he got there” (354). As he continues his life on the road, he loses 

sight of the end of the line. The view of life as a journey without a destination is not Billy’s 

alone. When he asks an old man a question concerning the whereabouts of a Mexican family 

who took care of him and Boyd before, the old man, who sits “weaving baskets,” does not appear 

“to have a clear understanding of the idea of destination” and just “gesture[s] widely at the 

world” (370). The old man’s gesture suggests that to live is to wander without destination and 

that such lines of wandering, like his “weaving” of the “baskets,” are what creates the world’s 

texture. In addition, when Billy loses his home after the murder of his parents, his point of origin 

also disappears. Throughout the narrative, other characters keep asking him questions concerning 

his origin and destination. Sometimes he can answer, but sometimes he cannot, forced to say, “I 

dont have [any home] to go to” or “I dont have anyplace to go” (341). The line of his life ceases 



 156

to be what connects the preexisting points of the beginning and the end. Without being pinned 

down at either end, his line continues to wander around and leave a squiggling line of traces 

behind. The “idea of destination” begins to disappear from the narrative itself.

The view of the protagonist’s life as a line without an end is also undergirded by his 

status as a survivor. At the novel’s beginning, Billy has already survived his younger sister, who 

was Boyd’s twin. During the course of the narrative, he survives the she-wolf, his parents, and 

his younger brother; he survives World War II because of—and not in spite of—the irregular beat 

of his heart that has prevented him from enlisting in the army; he survives after witnessing the 

first sign of the advent of the atomic age; and he will survive his partner, John Grady Cole, in the 

next and last volume of the Border Trilogy, Cities of the Plain (1998). Despite his concern about 

mortality, Billy lives on and continues to be a witness to others’ life and death. The line of his life 

goes on beyond the end of The Crossing and of the trilogy, without reaching the point of closure 

that is supposed to give a retrospective shape and meaning to the line that precedes it. Billy does 

not reach the end of the road, and his story draws a line without a preestablished endpoint.

The line without an end is thus more important in The Crossing than the line that heads 

toward a preset destination. Perhaps it is possible to transform Brooks’s statement quoted above: 

a human being is mortal, but he or she is ambulatory. An alternative model for thinking about 

lines of movement and narrative can be found in Tim Ingold’s studies of lines. In Lines, Ingold 

discusses two types of spatial movement: wayfaring and transport (75). While wayfaring is the 

mode of movement that progresses along lines drawn in space, transport is defined as the one 

that moves across space from point to point; the latter is a “destination-oriented” type of 

movement that “converts every trail into the equivalent of a dotted line,” a line that connects 
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preexisting points (77, 79). Wayfaring is like walking without any particular destination, whereas 

the practice of transport can be observed, for instance, in the trajectory of a tourist who moves 

from one sightseeing spot to another. In wayfaring, there is a strong connection between 

“locomotion and perception” (Ingold, Lines 78). For wayfarers, what is seen along the lines of 

movement is as important as what they observe when they stop at some location to take a break; 

the knowledge of space is gradually constructed as the movement progresses on its way. On the 

other hand, for tourists, what matters is the things and events observed at each point of 

destination, and the path and process followed before getting there is less important. According 

to Ingold, the fundamental mode of movement for every living being that inhabits the ground is 

wayfaring, not transport. An inhabitant is “one who participates from within in the very process 

of the world’s continual coming into being and who, in laying a trail of life, contributes to its 

weave and texture. These lines are typically winding and irregular, yet comprehensively 

entangled into a close-knit tissue” (Ingold, Lines 81). Each line drawn by a wayfarer or an 

inhabitant of the ground is a thread of life in the web of the world. A lived map of journeys and 

stories emerges from this process. Brooks’s destination-oriented model for narrative is closer to 

the dotted line of transport. To read a book or listen to a story in order to reach its end, or to live 

a life in order to “die the right death,” will not be counted as a way of life or inhabitation in the 

framework of Ingold’s theory of lines. The road itself is more important than the destination that 

might or might not exist at the end of the line. Thoreau’s “Walking,” an attempt to “regard man 

as an inhabitant . . . of Nature,” has developed from the mode of wayfaring to the one of 

transport. But The Crossing employs lines of wayfaring to thwart destination-oriented lines. 

What matters in reading this novel is to trace such ways of life and wayfaring. The nomadic 
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wanderers of the U.S-Mexico borderlands in The Crossing are all wayfarers who are in the midst 

of the fictional world’s “continual coming into being,” contributing to “its weave and texture.”

As he continues his life on the road, McCarthy’s protagonist seems to accept such open-

ended view of the way of life as his own. In response to the above-mentioned character who has 

talked about death as “the condition of existence,” Billy says that “whether a man’s life was writ 

in a book someplace or whether it took its form day by day was one and the same for it had but 

one reality and that was the living of it” (379-80). Opposing the man’s obsession with fatalism 

and predestination, Billy regards life as an ongoing process, what can be known only in “the 

living of it.” An individual cannot grasp the whole of his or her localized existence from the 

outside as if he or she was an omniscient deity or the author or narrator of some “book.” Each 

way of life and the world that surrounds it take shape moment by moment, day by day, as a 

person progresses on his or her own way. After listening to Billy’s view, the man of fatalism only 

answers, “Bien dicho” (“Well said”; 380). It is not clear whether the man agrees with Billy or 

not, and the dialogue does not resolve the tension between the two conflicting views of the way 

of life. But the very fact that the scene does not resolve this tension suggests that their dialogue is 

an open-ended process; the different views are not unified or combined into a monological 

conclusion. By not allowing the man to yield to the other’s opinion explicitly, the scene 

paradoxically seems to support Billy’s view of life as an open-ended line of wayfaring.

Some other characters in the novel also share the same view. In the third part of the 

novel, the prima donna of a traveling opera group tells Billy that “[l]ong voyages often lose 

themselves”; she continues, “The shape of the road is the road” (230). Voyages often deviate 

from its preset goals and begin wandering around the world. The apparent tautology of the 
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second statement seems to be saying that one’s road takes shape only through its process of 

unfolding. The prima donna’s opinion that regards the road as a metaphor for the line of life is 

echoed later by the gypsy storyteller: “Pensamos, he said, que somos las víctimas del tiempo. En 

realidad la vía del mundo no es fijada en ningún lugar. Cómo sería posible? Nosotros mismos 

somos nuestra propria jornada. Y por eso somos el tiempo también” (413-14).6 In claiming that 

human beings are not the victims of time or mortality, the gypsy insists on life as a dynamic 

process of wayfaring. Time, mortality, or death cannot contain life because, in his view, time is 

not what governs life from its outside. In McCarthy’s fictional world, these characters exist side 

by side with those who regard death as the final destination that provides the sole order for the 

chaotic world. As in the scene of the dialogue between Billy and the man of fatalism, the 

unresolved tension between these different views itself becomes one of the most significant 

forces that drive the narrative of The Crossing.

Another important example of the idea of life as a journey without a destination can be 

found in the long story of the blind man, who has been a rebellious soldier during the Mexican 

Revolution. His narrative draws an interesting parallel with the protagonist’s life. In the city of 

Durango, the man and other rebels are captured by the federal army. Then a German named 

Wirtz, who is on the side of Victoriano Huerta, does “something very strange” to the man (276), 

6. A translation of the passage will be as follows: “We think, he said, that we are the 
victims of time. In reality the way of the world is not fixed in any place. How could this be 
possible? We ourselves are our own journey. And for this we are time as well.” Hereafter, when 
quoted Spanish passages are not paraphrased or explicated in the text, Jim Campbell’s translation 
is provided in footnotes or in brackets in the text; in some cases, however, his translation has 
been modified. Translation is a kind of crossing and transportation. Like the protagonist who 
tries to carry the wolf, his parents’ horses, and his brother’s corpse across the border between the 
two countries, the narrator’s language keeps crossing the linguistic boundary between English 
and Spanish.
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sucking out his eyes from the head and leaving them dangling on the cheeks. With this cruel and 

uncanny event of violence, the man’s life takes an unexpected turn, and the visible world 

becomes “disassembled,” “dim,” and “colorless” before it “vanishe[s] forever” (276, 277). After 

the disappearance of his sight, his life on the road as an exile begins. People he encounters on the 

road help him and “attend him some part of the way along the road,” telling him the stories of 

“the sorrows in their lives” (285). They seem to find in him an ideal listener, a man of insight, 

exactly because of his loss of sight. The man himself is “surprised at the authority which his 

blindness conferred upon him” (278). The sharing of roads becomes equal to the sharing of 

stories; the blind man’s line of life crosses, intertwines with, and then departs from the lines of 

others. This becomes the process that weaves the texture of his life. If blindness is a metaphor for 

the state of not knowing what lies ahead, the man was, in a sense, already blind before his loss of 

sight, for he had not been able to expect the arrival of “something very strange” in his life as well 

as what would happen as a consequence of being blinded. Echoing and reversing the story of 

Oedipus, his story combines blindness, insight, and exilic existence. And the knowledge of his 

own ignorance, of the fact that he does not know what lies ahead, paradoxically becomes the 

ground of his insight:

He said that men with eyes may select what they wish to see but for the blind the 

world appears of its own will. He said that for the blind everything was abruptly 

at hand, that nothing ever announced its approach. Origins and destinations 

became but rumors. To move is to abut against the world. Sit quietly and it 

vanishes. En mis primeros años de la oscuridad pensé que la ceguera fué una 

forma de la muerte. Estuve equivocado. Al perder la vista es como un sueño de 
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caída. Se piensa que no hay ningún fondo en este abismo. Se cae y cae. La luz 

retrocede. La memoria de la luz. La memoria del mundo. De su propia cara. De la 

carantoña.

He raised one hand slowly and held it before him. As if in measure of 

something. He said that if this falling were a falling to death then it was death 

itself that was different than men supposed. Where is the world in this falling? Is 

it also receding away with the light and the memory of the light? Or does it not 

fall also? He said that in his blindness he had indeed lost himself and all memory 

of himself yet he had found in the deepest dark of that loss that there also was a 

ground and there one must begin. (291-92)7

This is a significant passage in terms of both what it says and how it says what it says. 

The storyteller talks about the world that takes shape moment by moment. He says that persons 

with sight select only some parts of the information provided by the visible world according to 

their wishes, constructing a limited map or “picture of the world” (293). This process of selection 

imposes static order upon the world, no matter how illusory it might be. But this is not the case 

with the blind man, who cannot select anything because he cannot see anything to choose from. 

The world disintegrates into formless darkness and begins to surprise him with its chaotic 

randomness. He realizes that it takes form and “abut[s] against” him only as long as he continues 

to move because “[m]oving requires direct contact with physical reality” (Wisecup 22). Through 

this process, “[o]rigins and destinations” fade away and cease to matter any more, for the very 

7. “In my first years of darkness I thought that blindness was a form of death. I was 
wrong. Losing your vision is like a dream of falling. You think that there is no bottom in this 
abyss. You fall and fall. The light recedes. The memory of the light. The memory of the world. 
Of your own face. Of one’s ugly face.”
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reason that he cannot see what lies behind him or what lies ahead. The only thing that certainly 

exists is the here and now that touches him as he keeps on walking. The line of his life becomes 

one of wayfaring, not a dotted line of transport with fixed points of departure and arrival. His 

self, his motion, and the world are now coextensive, and the line that his movement draws in 

space is the only thing that can make the world exist for him. His way of life constitutes a lived 

map of the world, which constantly renews itself, refusing to be stabilized as a fixed “picture.” 

This view of life and the world establishes a parallel between the blind man’s story and the story 

of Billy’s wandering existence. The blind man’s tale therefore forms a parable of Billy’s life.

At the same time, the image of falling employed by the storyteller deserves attention. He 

says that blindness is not like death but like falling, and that the world falls along with him as he 

falls away from the memories of the visible world. Although it has become invisible, the world 

does not end or go away, and it continues to “abut against” him as long as he continues to move. 

This, he says, is the “ground” of his insight, a ground which he has found at the nadir of his life 

and from which he can and has to begin again. Falling, hitting the ground, and starting again, the 

tale draws the line of a parabola and indirectly emphasizes its nature as a parable. The parabolic 

line has a mirroring structure. The blind man’s story transforms the apparently apocalyptic 

moment into a new beginning, and this pattern mirrors the movement of Billy, who is the listener 

sitting face to face with the storyteller in this scene, and the movement of the novel’s whole 

narrative that flows forward and backward at the same time. In addition, a similar pattern can be 

observed in the way the narrator transcribes the storyteller’s words. The passage begins in 

indirect speech, as the narrator’s use of the words he said indicates; the opening sentences in the 

quotation are doubly distanced from the old man’s speech by the narrator’s translation of what is 
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spoken in Spanish into English. The third sentence removes one of these two barriers by moving 

from indirect to free indirect speech, but the translation still intervenes. With the sixth sentence, 

the narrator begins to transcribe the blind man’s words directly in Spanish, and in the second 

paragraph the novel’s language again moves away from the man’s speech. The narrator’s shift 

between the types of speech, approaching and then moving away from the character’s words, 

resonates with what the man is talking about, as if to show that his desperate experience of 

falling and hitting the ground of existence can be described only in an unmediated language. 

Going back and forth between the two languages, the narrator adds another layer of mirroring to 

the parabolic narrative.

The blind man’s tale thus repeats parabolic lines and lines of wayfaring at different levels 

within itself. The story constitutes an epitome of the whole novel, which magnifies it and repeats 

the same pattern at more macroscopic scales, just as Thoreau has regarded his walking as a 

microscopic version of the nation’s movement. This is another aspect of The Crossing that 

corresponds to chaos theory. Hayles says that what matters in the theory is its focus on “recursive 

symmetries between different levels of the system” (170). Fractal geometry, a branch of chaos 

theory, is a method for discovering order in apparent disorder, for extracting meaning from a 

field from which it appears to be absent. This process parallels the blind man’s discovery of the 

ground of existence at the bottom of darkness and the novel’s attempt to create a web of life from 

the world that seems to be heading toward an apocalyptic moment. All of these repeated patterns 

oppose the teleological drive of narrative by showing that the end can always be turned into 

another beginning, that something can always emerge from a field of disorder and nothingness.

While the blind man’s story foregrounds the significance of open-ended lines in the 
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narrative, it also suggests that each line does not exist alone. His line of life parallels that of Billy 

and crosses paths with the lines drawn by those who share the stories of “the sorrows in their 

lives” with him. Each line always exists in its relation with other lines of life in the fabric of the 

world. Applied to the whole novel, this means that The Crossing is not about Billy’s life alone. If 

the line drawn by Billy’s movement is the warp that weaves the novel’s texture, its weft will be 

the lives and stories of others that he encounters on the way: “The Crossing is,” as Luce argues, 

“indeed a matrix of intersecting stories, . . . cutting across and interwoven with the apparently 

simple linearity of Billy’s life” (196). The novel already decenters Billy’s status as the central 

figure at its very beginning: “When they came south out of Grant County Boyd was not much 

more than a baby. . . . He carried Boyd before him in the bow of the saddle . . .” (3). The pronoun 

he here refers to Billy, but it is an anaphor without a referent. Although Billy names the features 

of the landscape like Adam in the Garden, he himself is not yet named by the narrator, who 

reveals the protagonist’s name for the first time three pages later in a perfunctory manner. Before 

that moment, at the beginning, Billy is there but not yet there as an individual character with a 

definite shape; instead, the first name mentioned in the novel is Boyd’s. This decentering of the 

protagonist prefigures the heroic status that Boyd will acquire among Mexican people later in the 

story. Billy is also aware that his younger brother is a much better cowboy than himself (244, 

420).8 He is and is not the protagonist of The Crossing at the same time, and a part of the pathos 

of his story resides in the fact that he cannot be the protagonist of his own life. The reverse side 

of such decentering of the protagonist is that, however isolated it might seem to be, Billy’s life is 

8. The same pattern is repeated in Cities of the Plain, in which Billy says to John Grady 
Cole, the protagonist of All the Pretty Horses, “More and more you remind me of Boyd” (146). 
Billy cannot be a romantic hero like Boyd and John Grady, but he survives both of them and 
retains their memories.
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inextricably tied with those of others, beginning with Boyd’s.

The younger brother’s presence in the narrative constitutes a variation on the pattern of 

open-ended lines. As Ingold claims, the line of life refuses to be “contained” and “threads its way 

through the world along the myriad lines of its relations” (Lines 103). The trajectory of Boyd’s 

story coincides with Billy’s for a while during the second crossing into Mexico but begins to 

diverge from it when he elopes with a Mexican girl. Boyd’s trajectory becomes a prominent 

example of Ingold’s concept of the line of life, showing that death cannot contain life, that life 

can continue beyond the apparent point of closure. After entering Mexico for the third time in 

search of his brother, as he moves through the roads and towns that he has visited before, Billy 

hears that Boyd has been killed and already buried in a cemetery in the country. He cannot meet 

the living Boyd again; instead, he repeatedly encounters the traces and threads that Boyd has left 

behind after his death. These traces and threads are pieces of the story of Boyd’s life, and Billy 

comes to know that Boyd has been turned into “a popular figure,” a romantic hero who has 

fought for the oppressed working-class people of Mexico (385). The most important piece of 

Boyd’s story is the corrido that Billy hears for the first time in the town of Temosachic: “[Billy] 

heard lines from that corrido in which the young güero comes down from the north. Pelo tan 

rubio. Pistola en mano. Qué buscas joven? Que te levantas tan temprano. He asked the corridero 

who was this joven of which he sang but he only said that it was a youth who sought justice as 

the song told and that he had been dead many years” (375).9 Later he hears a girl singing a 

9. “Hair so blond. Pistol in hand. What are you looking for, young man? You get up so 
early.” The corrido that McCarthy embeds in the novel here, especially the phrase “Pistola en 
mano,” resonates with “El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez,” which the folklorist Américo Paredes 
discusses in With His Pistol in His Hand (Cant, Cormac McCarthy 205). Paredes’s work is 
probably one of the books that McCarthy consulted while writing The Crossing.
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similar corrido in another town, but the girl only says that “it was an old corrido” (381). 

Although the song might not be explicitly about Boyd’s life, the narrative implies that his life has 

been absorbed into the song as a repetition or retracing of the life of some “youth who sought 

justice” in the past. Boyd has melted into a folk history of Mexico, and the line of his life, 

without stopping at the moment of death, continues as the “lines” of the corrido. The stories told 

about Boyd and his Mexican girlfriend vary from storyteller and storyteller, and Billy is aware 

that some of these stories differ from what he knows to be the truth. But what matters in a 

corrido, as the Yaqui Indian Quijada later tells Billy, is not “the truths of history” but “the truths 

of men” (386). Whether a story accords with some historical fact or not does not matter so much 

as whether it speaks something important for its tellers and listeners; if it does, the story is 

accepted as truth. In addition, since he has not been a firsthand witness to the last days of Boyd’s 

life, Billy does not know everything about his brother’s life and cannot determine and fix its 

shape in one way or another. All he can do is to take Boyd’s corpse, another trace or “husk” of 

his life (411), back home to New Mexico, in a reversal of his first journey with the she-wolf. 

This final journey is just one of the many lines that Boyd continues to draw after his death. 

Boyd’s death does not provide a definite shape to his life; rather, it becomes a new beginning that 

leads to a proliferation of competing narratives. Even the dead continue their wandering journeys 

after their death and remain in the world as ghostly lines of life.10

At the same time, as he continues to find the traces that Boyd has left behind, Billy 

realizes that he himself is known to some Mexicans as a character in the heroic story of Boyd, as 

10. This motif of the journey with/of the dead will be one of the central themes in The 
Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (2005), discussed in chapter seven, below.
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“the brother of the güerito” (374).11 In the legendary story into which Boyd has melted, Billy is 

reduced to a sidekick of his younger brother. Repeating the decentering of the protagonist at the 

beginning, Boyd’s story reverses the narrative of the whole novel. In The Crossing, Boyd appears 

as a side character in Billy’s story; in contrast, in Boyd’s story told among Mexican people, Billy 

figures as a minor character in the life of “the güerito.” This story, embedded within the novel as 

one of its parts, therefore mirrors the narrative of the whole novel, forming another parabolic 

pattern within The Crossing. The stories of the brothers are entangled in the novel’s texture. 

Crossing each other, the two lines continue to extend themselves.

The novel is thus constructed as a meshwork of lines that keep crossing one another. If an 

individual life draws a wandering line of story, leaving its own traces behind, an entanglement of 

multiple lines occurs when someone meets an other or treads on the traces of an other. The result 

of these intersecting lines is what J. Hillis Miller calls in Ariadne’s Thread “a spatial pattern like 

a spiderweb or a network of pathways” (145): “The self . . . in its journeys traces out lines 

making a design. Each self is motivated in doing this by the desire to encounter others. In fact it 

does meet them, or at least crosses the traces of tracks made by others” (146). When Billy 

encounters another character, a scene of storytelling often takes place. Such storytellers, in 

telling the stories of their own or others’ lives, retrace the roads that they have taken and the 

paths of others that have crossed their own. Billy, the narrator, and the novel’s reader accompany 

this process of retracing and become witnesses to others’ lines of life. These scenes of 

11. This is reminiscent of the way in which Don Quixote and Sancho Panza are already 
known to the people they encounter on their way in the second part of Cervantes’s Don Quixote 
(1605, 1615). Other characters have read the novel’s first part and know them as characters in the 
book. Both Don Quixote and The Crossing explore the complex relationship between fiction and 
reality, story and history.
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storytelling are always about the reading and interpretation of traces and threads. Even if actual 

storytelling does not take place and all that Billy encounters is “the traces of tracks made by 

others,” these traces begin to tell their own stories just by being there, inviting the witness to 

retrace, read, and interpret themselves. If Billy’s life is regarded as the main plot of the novel’s 

narrative, the stories embedded within the book might be considered to be subplots. Brooks, in 

accordance with his teleological model for narrative, argues that the role of subplots is deferral 

and postponement: “The subplot stands as one means of warding off the danger of short-circuit, 

assuring that the main plot will continue through to the right end” (104). But a path can become a 

detour only when there is a preset point of destination. If there is no goal or destination, there can 

be no detours. Billy constantly wanders and veers, just as the novel itself simultaneously moves 

forward and backward. In such a narrative, nothing is an extraneous digression; instead, 

everything becomes an important element that contributes to “the world’s continual coming into 

being” (Ingold, Lines 81). Although actual maps are doomed to be defeated by time’s arrow in 

this fictional world, the “network of pathways” woven by lines and traces that cross one another 

becomes a narrative map of the constantly changing world.

Lines can be found almost everywhere, including, for instance, on the palm of a hand. 

The lines on a palm have often been read as texts that tell people’s “life histories” (Ingold, Lines 

45). In The Crossing, a scene of palm-reading takes place in the Mexican town of Janos during 

Billy’s third journey. Here he meets a woman who feeds him a bowl of menudo and tells him that 

her son has been dead for “twenty years” (367). She is one of the many vicarious mothers that 

Billy encounters on his way. Since he is approximately twenty years old at this point, it is as if he 

were a reincarnation of her dead son, and the paths of these two lives cross each other in a 
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strange manner. Asking him to hold out his hand, the Mexican woman “trace[s] his palm with the 

tip of her finger” and “trace[s] the line where it circled under the base of his thumb” (368, 369). 

When Billy asks her what she sees on his palm, she answers, “El mundo según usted” [The 

world according to you] (368). The crease lines on his hand become a visual map of his life in 

the world.12 Billy asks her some questions, but most of her answers are equivocations. To his 

question whether she is a robber, she answers, “Quizás” [Maybe], and to the question whether 

she is a gypsy, she again answers, “Quizás sí. Quizás no” [Maybe yes. Maybe no] (368). Her 

ambiguous answers resonate with the name of the town where this scene takes place. The 

toponym, Janos, originally derives from the name of an indigenous people living in the area, but 

it also contains within it the name of the two-faced god in Roman mythology: Janus in English 

and Jano in Spanish. Janus is also a god of gates and thresholds, boundaries to be crossed for 

new beginnings. As if to imitate the god who faces two opposite directions at the same time, each 

of her responses leads to a divergence of possibilities, not to a definite answer. Concerning 

Billy’s own life, the woman only says that “he would live a long life” (369), supporting the 

novel’s characterization of the protagonist as a survivor. And when he finally asks about the fate 

of his brother, her answer again diverges into two directions, for she says that he has two 

brothers, instead of one: “Uno que vive, uno que ha muerto” [One who lives, one who has died] 

(369). Split into the opposite directions of life and death, Boyd becomes two persons. As Luce 

suggests, this seems to announce that the brother, while buried in a cemetery, is living his 

12. A similar scene appears near the end of Cities of the Plain: “She patted [Billy’s] hand. 
Gnarled, ropescarred, speckled from the sun and the years of it. The ropy veins that bound them 
to his heart. There was map enough for men to read. There God’s plenty of signs and wonders to 
make a landscape. To make a world” (291). Here again the lines on Billy’s hand become a map 
that tells the story of his life.



 170

afterlife as the ghostly traces left in stories and corridos (199). Reflecting the novel’s structure, 

this scene of palm-reading is thus about the coexistence of two opposite directions and about the 

proliferation of stories. The lines drawn on the small surface of Billy’s hand become both a map 

of his world and a web constituted by lines of stories that lead toward multiple directions.

Another important scene of narrative mapping takes place in the town of Bacerac, an 

event that concerns both storytelling and actual mapmaking. Tracking the stolen horses of their 

family, Billy and Boyd ask an old man for the direction to Casas Grandes. The man begins to 

draw a map on the ground with a stick:

He sketched in the dust streams and promontories and pueblos and mountain 

ranges. He commenced to draw trees and houses. Clouds. A bird. He penciled in 

the horsemen themselves doubled upon their mount. Billy leaned forward from 

time to time to question the measure of some part of their route whereupon the old 

man would turn and squint at the horse standing in the street and then give an 

answer in hours. . . . By the time the old man was done the map he’d drawn 

covered an area in the dirt the size of a blanket. (184)

After receiving a coin as their sign of gratitude, the mapmaker “disappear[s] up the street without 

looking back,” leaving the traces of the map behind (184). These lines “sketched in the dust” 

constitute a fragile and ephemeral map (Weiss 70), a drawing that will be trod upon by passersby, 

scattered by the wind, and eventually transformed back into the dust with the passing of time. 

What the map represents is also ephemeral. The “[c]louds” and the “bird” that the man has drawn 

are probably what he has seen during his journey taken in the past, but they will not be the clouds 

and birds that Billy and Boyd might see on their way. Very different from scientific maps 
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produced by professional surveyors and cartographers, the old man’s lines are a sketch of places 

and roads that he recollects. Surveyors move from point to point, but the map that the man has 

drawn is a record of a journey that unfolds as it goes along. Ingold says that drawing a sketch 

map is similar to telling a story (Lines 84-90), and the map indeed seems to be telling a story 

with its landmarks and “the horsemen” riding through the sketched landscape. Michel de Certeau 

remarks that, while modern cartographic maps are associated with geometric space, premodern 

or medieval maps could not be separated from “the itineraries that were the condition of [their] 

possibility”; as an example, he describes a fifteenth-century Aztec map, which is “an outline 

marked out by footprints with regular gaps between them and by pictures of the successive 

events that took place in the course of the journey (meals, battles, crossings of rivers or 

mountains, etc.): not a ‘geographical map’ but ‘history book’” (120). De Certeau’s description 

can be applied as an explanation of the old man’s map. The map sketches the personal 

knowledge of places constructed by the old man’s itinerary through space. The traces on the 

ground become a narrative thread that tells a story of the past, and the old man is retracing his 

past by drawing it, just as the two boys will be retracing his steps in their journey. By crossing 

the old man’s path and reading the lines that he draws on the ground, the mapmaker’s story and 

Billy and Boyd’s story become intertwined with each other.

The map-drawing scene is also important in that this map, like the crease lines on Billy’s 

hand, leads to a proliferation of threads of stories as interpretations by its witnesses. After the old 

man has disappeared, one of the four onlookers approaches Billy and begins to talk about the 

map. While the narrator calls the map “a portrait,” this man calls it “a decoration,” “a picture of a 

voyage,” and “[u]n dibujo de un viaje . . . pasado” [a drawing of a past journey], and claims that 
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it cannot be trusted (184, 185). He also says to Billy, “Es un fantasma,” and when Billy asks him 

why, he answers, “Porque el viejo está loco es como” [Because the old man is crazy is why] 

(184).13 The multiplication of the words to describe the old man’s traces—portrait, decoration, 

picture, dibujo, and fantasma—already seems to point at the ungraspable nature of the map. 

Particularly noteworthy is the use of the Spanish word fantasma. The primary meaning of the 

word is ghost or phantom. Spanish sentences often omit the subjects, and the statement “Es un 

fantasma” momentarily produces ambiguity and veers between two possible translations: he is a 

ghost and it is a phantom.14 When the man explains that he has said so because the old man is 

crazy, the first translation is ruled out and stops haunting the sentence; the subject of the sentence 

can be identified as the map. But the map as a ghost or phantom is still confusing enough. One 

possibility is that the man is referring to the ephemeral nature of the map: it is a trace left by 

someone who has already disappeared somewhere else, and the map itself will also disappear 

like a ghost and return to the dust before long. Another possible interpretation is that he is 

referring to the ephemerality of the world that the map represents, since he continues to say that 

“in that country were fires and earthquakes and floods and that one needed to know the country 

13. Alan Bourassa argues that the onlooker’s comment indicates “the impossibility of 
mapping, of holding onto an accurate picture of the world,” and that the country “can only be 
experienced in movement, on the voyage that is more than the plan” (185). For a similar reading, 
see Beck 130. While this view is correct, it is also important to note that the map is already a 
story of movement, a representation of a voyage taken in the past. In addition, there is no reason 
to suppose that the onlooker’s comment is more credible than the old man’s map.

14. In fact, Isabel Soto translates the sentence as “He’s a ghost” (59), but she continues to 
puzzle over the word fantasma in a footnote (59n). Considering the context in which the word 
appears, her interpretation is somewhat difficult to adopt, but her reading emphasizes the 
ambiguous nature of the sentence. McCarthy’s use of Spanish in The Crossing is not just what 
“authenticate[s] his locale” (Owens 64), since he is writing about something that cannot be 
expressed in English. The passages written in Spanish sometimes produce ambiguity and enrich 
the texture of the novel.
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itself and not simply the landmarks therein” (185). In this case, what the old man has sketched is 

a world that no longer exists, and the map can be regarded as a memorial trace of a world that 

has disappeared like a ghost as a result of disasters. It becomes almost impossible to stabilize the 

meaning of the onlooker’s interpretation of the map, and the utterance, “Es un fantasma,” 

escapes from attempts to grasp it, as if it itself were a phantom.

What complicates the matter further is that this man’s response is only one of the many 

that are described in this scene. The other onlookers present their own interpretations of the map 

and even comment on the others’ comments on the map. Threads of interpretations lead to 

further threads of interpretations, while the old man’s traces, ghostlike, lie on the ground. Since it 

is not clear whether the first commentator has referred to the ephemerality of the map or to that 

of the world, the boundary between the world and its representation gradually blurs and 

disappears amidst the confusion of proliferating interpretations. At least, what can be said with 

certainty is that these threads spun from the traces on the ground are the very materials that 

weave the texture of McCarthy’s fictional world in this scene. By pointing out that the map is not 

a faithful representation of the world, the first onlooker has paradoxically shown that every story 

matters, that every thread of story contributes to the continuous becoming of the narrative space. 

This scene therefore describes the characters’ collaborative weaving of a web of interrelated 

stories; the strange map can be regarded as something like a node or knot in this web, a web that 

is a miniaturized version of the novel’s texture as a whole. Narrative creates the world, which, in 

turn, gives birth to narrative; each is the ground of the other, but neither precedes the other.

The lines of the old man’s map combine three modes of mapping that resonate with other 

aspects of the novel: actual, lived, and ghostly. Regarded as a realistic representation of the 
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world, the map might indeed be a useless drawing, as the first commentator remarks. As has been 

observed, the world of The Crossing constantly renews itself and escapes from any attempt to 

stabilize it. Like the novel’s other images of maps that disintegrate and fall apart with the passing 

of time, the old man’s map is a futile attempt to capture the world in a static image. In this case, 

the map is an empty signifier that refers to something that does not exist. But at the same time, if 

the drawing is a record of some journey taken in the past, it is not so static as it seems. As in de 

Certeau’s description of old maps, the lines retrace an itinerary in space that gradually unfolds in 

time, telling a story of the past as they are drawn. Like the other stories of journeys told in the 

novel, the lines constitute a lived map of the world according to the old man. This time, the map 

can be seen as something that moves along with the flow of time. And finally, after the 

mapmaker disappears, the lines turn into ghostly traces left by someone who was there but is no 

longer there. With the disappearance of the author, the map begins to invite the onlookers to 

retrace itself, interpret itself, to tell stories about itself. Like the posthumous stories told about 

Boyd after his death, the competing threads of interpretation multiply themselves but always fail 

to stabilize the meaning of the map. In contrast to the first mode of mapping, here what escapes 

from attempts to capture it is not the world but the map itself. It constantly renews itself every 

time a new story is told about it, but each story is turned into an empty signifier without a stable 

relationship to its referent. What seemed to be a meaningless picture has now become a source of 

meanings and stories, repeating the now familiar pattern employed throughout the novel. These 

three modes of mapping form what might be called a cartographic trinity, another instance of the 

creative force of threeness that reverses the destructive image of the Trinity at the novel’s end. 

The pattern of proliferating stories—which has been observed in relation to Boyd’s 
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afterlife as a popular hero, the crease lines on Billy’s hand, and the traces of the old man’s map—

is reiterated in other scenes of the novel: the stories told about the she-wolf after she has been 

taken away from Billy (102, 104, 118), the competing interpretations of a play performed by the 

traveling opera company (229), and the three stories told by the gypsy storyteller about a 

dilapidated airplane. In the last of these examples, Billy says to the gypsy that he wants to “hear 

the true history” (404), but the storyteller nevertheless tells all of the three stories because he 

believes that the truth cannot exist outside attempts to tell about it: “[U]ltimadamente la verdad 

no puede quedar en ningún otro lugar sino en el habla. . . . The past, he said, is always this 

argument between counterclaimants” [Ultimately the truth cannot remain in any other place but 

in the speaking] (411). The gypsy’s words capture the polyphonic nature of McCarthy’s novel, in 

which the competing stories and interpretations refuse to be combined into a synthesis, a point 

where every road converges and ends, or a point where a narrative can “die the right death.”15 

The Crossing is a wayfaring novel without a fixed destination, a novel that is perpetually on the 

move. If what the gypsy says is true, no one can have the last word on the nature of truth, 

including, paradoxically, the gypsy himself. Here he constructs a kind of metahistory or 

metanarrative, but at the same time he is one of the “counterclaimants” and cannot be placed 

somewhere above the other storytellers in the novel. He has to be proven to be false in order to 

15. Steven Frye argues that the competing stories and interpretations that Billy hears 
during his journeys, in spite of their apparent variety, “make the same essential claim about the 
unity of the human story,” and that The Crossing embodies “an essentially Hegelian account of 
the world and the human beings,” in which separate individuals “converge in a kind of mystical 
synthesis in the matrix, the one tale” (52, 53). And he claims that this novel is “not just 
dialogical; it is dialectical” (52). But Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism, which Frye evokes 
here, is not compatible with the Hegelian dialectic (Bakhtin, Problems 26-27, 279). Frye sees the 
matrix of the world as a point where every story eventually reaches and converges, but what the 
novel shows is probably the other way around, that the matrix gives birth to an endless series of 
narrative lines.  
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be true. Therefore, Billy later encounters another man who calls into question the reliability of 

the gypsy’s tales about the airplane, but this man also admits to Billy that he has told a lie about 

himself (418). Only through this inexorable proliferation of threads of stories, McCarthy’s 

fictional world can come into being. The past, the truth, and the world escape from every 

narrator’s attempt to capture it, but this ungraspable nature of the world makes it possible to 

weave the web of stories and interpretations that, in turn, becomes the ground that gives birth to 

further stories and interpretations. The world has to be mapped by narrative cartographies, by 

traces of movement and threads of stories, exactly because it remains unmappable.16

The novel therefore regards stories, journeys, life, and the world itself as open-ended 

processes that are perpetually in the midst of becoming. In The Life of Lines, Ingold lists four 

characteristics of the ground surface: it is what is perceived “in movement”; it is not “a 

featureless and level plane” but “a field of difference” that is “infinitely variegated”; it is “a 

miscellany of different materials,” “a mesh or matrix of lines”; and it is not a static foundation 

for everything that exists on it but what “undergoes continuous generation” (42, 43; emphases in 

orig.). All of these characteristics serve as descriptions of the texture of The Crossing, in which 

16. The intertextual relationship between The Crossing and Herman Melville’s Moby-
Dick (1851) has been pointed out by some critics, most often concerning McCarthy’s borrowing 
of the image of the weaver-god. See, for example, Frye 54-55; Luce 196, 213n; and Noble 
247-48. McCarthy’s description of the proliferation of stories as interpretations of some object is 
another element in The Crossing that derives from Melville’s novel (Frye 51-52), in which the 
whiteness of the whale or Ahab’s doubloon leads to multiple interpretations, emphasizing the 
ungraspable nature of the interpreted object. Melville’s well-known statement in “Hawthorne and 
His Mosses” (1850), an essay that pretends to be written by “a Virginian Spending July in 
Vermont,” describes what McCarthy explores in The Crossing: “For in this world of lies, Truth is 
forced to fly like a scared white doe in the woodlands; and only by cunning glimpses will she 
reveal herself, as in Shakespeare and other masters of the great Art of Telling the Truth,—even 
though it be covertly, and by snatches” (244). Melville’s “scared white doe” is a literary ancestor 
of McCarthy’s she-wolf, a non-human being that is likened by Don Arnulfo in the novel to “the 
copo de nieve” (46), a snowflake that melts away as soon as one holds it in one’s hand.
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the view of the world as a dynamic “mesh or matrix of lines” is repeated again and again.

This view is most explicitly expressed in an ex-priest’s story that Billy listens to in a 

Mexican town ruined by an earthquake.17 The story centers around the entangled relationship 

between the ex-priest himself and an old man he used to know. At one point in his narration, the 

ex-priest tells Billy about the dream of God that the old man saw in his sleep:

In his dreams God was much occupied. . . . Weaving the world. In his hands it 

flowed out of nothing and in his hands it vanished into nothing once again. 

Endlessly. Endlessly. . . . A God who seemed a slave to his own selfordained 

duties. A God with a fathomless capacity to bend all to an inscrutable purpose. 

Not chaos itself lay outside of that matrix. And somewhere in that tapestry that 

was the world in its making and in its unmaking was a thread that was he and he 

woke weeping. (149)

In this Melvillian dream of the weaver-god, each line of life becomes “a thread” in the “matrix” 

or “tapestry” of the world, in which even “chaos” is included as just another thread. Although 

God seems to be an omnipotent being who controls this endless process of weaving and 

unraveling from the outside, at the same time he is described as “a slave” of the work that never 

ends. Furthermore, this framed description of a dream is embedded as just one thread in one of 

the many scenes of storytelling, which, in turn, are threads woven into the textual matrix of this 

17. The ex-priest, before his conversion to Catholicism, had been born and raised as “a 
Mormon,” and he lives in a room with some pieces of furniture “made by the Mennonites of that 
country” (McCarthy, Crossing 140, 138). Both Mormons and Mennonites living in northern 
Mexico are migrants from the north, the former migrating from Utah in the late nineteenth 
century, the latter from Canada in the 1920s (Quiring 85). The lines of their trajectory partially 
parallel Billy’s movement from New Mexico to Mexico. Billy encounters Mennonite travelers 
and passes through at least two Mormon settlements in the novel. Like Billy, they are wanderers 
who have left their home in the north to pursue their ways of life.
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novel. God himself becomes entangled in the tapestry of threads that he has seemed to be 

manipulating. In The Crossing, as Forrest G. Robinson suggests, God is “the construction of 

humans laboring collectively with language” (114). Not even God can exist outside of the matrix 

of the world, since he himself is a product of stories told by human beings. Woven into the 

narrative not only in the old man’s dream but also as the repeated motif of the Trinity or 

threeness, God becomes another thread in the tapestry of the world that undergoes continuous 

generation. Just as chaos or disorder cannot be the ultimate origin or destination of McCarthy’s 

fictional world, God cannot be regarded as the single source of creation or destruction, either.

The rectilinear line that connects the novel’s beginning and end, the creation of the world 

and the apocalyptic moment of destruction, is thus thwarted by innumerable nonlinear or 

nonrectilinear lines contained within the narrative. It becomes only one of the countless threads 

that constitute the narrative space. McCarthy’s borderlands in The Crossing are a dynamic 

narrative map that is gradually constructed by lines, traces, and threads that continue to wander 

in the world without reaching the end. Nothing really ends. An apparent end, disorder, or void is 

always transformed into a new beginning. Although actual maps might be useless in a world that 

constantly renews itself, the lines of journeys and stories can trace, retrace, and weave the texture 

of the world. Both the world and the cartographic narratives told about it are always in the state 

of becoming. Despite the tragic story of the protagonist, The Crossing, with its repeated patterns 

of journeys and stories, is probably McCarthy’s strongest attestation to the world-creating and 

mapmaking power of storytelling. Lines go on because life goes on, even if a story, a book, or an 

individual life has to stop its movement at some place. Where they stop, another story, another 

book, or another life will pick up and continue to tell their stories.
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CHAPTER SIX

“Signs and Wonders”: Hunting and Chasing in No Country for Old Men

“No two animals and no two men leave the same track. 
Like signin’ your name. Every one is different. You study at 
it, son. Readin’ sign comes mighty handy.”
                                                     ―Louis L’Amour, Hondo

While lines have functioned as constitutive elements in the dynamic narrative 

cartography of The Crossing, Cormac McCarthy’s No Country for Old Men (2005) and Joel and 

Ethan Coen’s cinematic adaptation (2007) construct a narrative space filled with various types of 

signs. Combining and then departing from the Western and crime fiction, two genres in which 

the hunt for signs and clues is an important motif, both the novel and the film trap the characters 

in a claustrophobic hunting ground that tests their cartographic ability to locate, read, and 

interpret traces.1 Restlessly moving through the desert, roads, and motels in West Texas and 

Mexican border towns, the hunters are on the lookout for signs that point at the presence and 

location of their prey. But the objects of their search also dislocate themselves and always escape 

from the hunters’ grasp; every chase is doomed to failure, enclosing the hunters in their present. 

The traces, by pointing at the existence of what is not there, embody presence and absence at the 

same time. This double nature of physical signs is augmented by the narrative’s frequent use of 

electronic devices that transmit invisible signals. Transponders, radios, telephones, and 

televisions elide spatial and temporal distances and serve as devices of dislocation that transform 

absence into presence, presence into absence. The narrative is indeed full of absent presences, 

1. As Cynthia S. Hamilton says, the chase is an important plot type that “enables the 
writer to unify a number of threads” in both the Western and hard-boiled detective fiction (45).
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including the ghostly villain and the memories of the past and the dead that return to haunt the 

present. Although the novel and the film employ signs and signals in different manners, what 

they have in common is a claustrophobic space of confinement that is characterized by absence 

and dislocation. No Country for Old Men is a cartographic narrative paradoxically obsessed with 

what is off the map and unmappable.

In Meditations on Hunting, José Ortega y Gasset states that hunting is “the first 

occupation, man’s first work and craft” (102). Constructed as a story of hunting and chasing, No 

Country seems to agree with him that hunting is one of the most basic conditions of human 

existence. McCarthy’s novel opens with successive images of hunting: the sheriff Ed Tom Bell 

begins his retrospective first-person narration with the story of a teenage murderer he has sent to 

“the gaschamber at Huntsville” (3); the other narrator first describes how the arrested villain, 

Anton Chigurh, kills a deputy sheriff with handcuffs and then how he chases the driver of “a late 

model Ford sedan” on the interstate highway just to steal the vehicle (7); and the next section 

describes Llewelyn Moss hunting antelope in the West Texas desert, where he finds the signs of 

ancient indigenous hunters: “The rocks there were etched with pictographs perhaps a thousand 

years old. The men who drew them hunters like himself. Of them there was no other trace” (11). 

The pictographs confirm Ortega y Gasset’s statement and show that the act or ritual of hunting 

has existed in the region since time immemorial. Although there is “no other trace” of the ancient 

hunters, the pictorial signs have endured the elements and continue to serve as a monument to 

their presence in the past and their absence in the present. As McCarthy has described in Blood 

Meridian (1985), these hunters themselves were hunted, massacred, and chased away by Anglo-

American conquerors during the course of the U.S.’s westward expansion. Hunting has always 
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been an aspect of life in this palimpsestic land, and Moss is in a sense a descendant of both of 

these two groups of hunters. Neil Campbell is correct in pointing out that No Country “plays 

with juxtaposition of Old and New Wests,” and that the reader or viewer has to be “alert and 

willing to work amid the layers of the text” (340). When Moss accidentally finds a satchel 

containing more than two million dollars at the site of a drug deal gone wrong and decides to run 

away with it, the whole narrative of a deadly manhunt is set in motion. The characters start 

chasing after one another in the hunting ground of the contemporary borderlands, and hunting or 

being hunted becomes their primary occupation.

Hunting tests the hunter’s competence for killing, but it also concerns one’s ability for 

“the detection of the game” (Ortega y Gasset, Hunting 76). The process of detection requires a 

hunter to employ all the senses of perception to be a competent reader and interpreter of the 

traces left by the game. This means that the hunter has to be a mental cartographer of the hunting 

ground, so that he or she can detect in advance the possible movement of the prey or locate the 

place where the prey could be hiding. Every sign evokes and points at the presence of someone 

or something in space, and the hunter has to plot discovered signs onto a mental map of the 

terrain. Discussing the functions of cartographic signs in Rethinking the Power of Maps, Denis 

Wood claims that “[e]very proposition expressed in the sign plane of the map embeds a 

fundamental, ontological proposition inside a locative one. The locative proposition, this is there, 

nestles within it the ontological proposition, this is” (56). Wood considers the ontological 

function of cartographic signs to be prior to and more fundamental than their locative function: a 

sign on a map makes an entity exist, and its existence is “affirmed by its presence on the 

map” (Wood 57). This reciprocal process is not affected by whether the existence of the referent 
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precedes the sign or not. The cartographic sign therefore calls its referent into being. This is the 

performative, as opposed to the constative, aspect of cartography that has been touched upon in 

the analysis of Silko’s novel, an aspect that tends to be neglected in everyday life. When a hunter 

associates the discovery of a new sign with the presence of a hitherto unknown entity, the sign is 

regarded as representing, substituting for, or pointing at the thing from which it derives. Since 

the existence of the sign apparently proves the prior presence of the thing itself, the ontological 

or performative function of signs is half concealed. The detection of the sign becomes equal to 

the detection of a presence that happens to be absent, inciting the hunter to mark the presence on 

his or her mental map and to move on in search of the entity that has left the sign behind. The 

pursuit of signs drives the narrative forward.2

Writing about McCarthy’s novel, Forrest G. Robinson remarks that “everything is 

potentially a sign whose correct interpretation may spell the difference between life and death. 

Little wonder that all the story’s major players are constantly on the lookout for revelatory 

signs” (107). The sequence of Moss’s hunting in the desert in the Coens’ adaptation shows how a 

seemingly empty landscape is full of signs and how the interpretation and mapping of them can 

be a matter of “life and death.” It is also one of the rare moments in the film that show the open 

landscape of the West. The sequence opens with a point-of-view shot from the perspective of 

Moss (Josh Brolin) looking through the telescopic sight of his rifle at the side of an antelope that 

2. The assumption of the prior presence of the referent, from which the sign derives, is 
what Jacques Derrida considers to be a conventional view of signs: “The sign represents the 
present in its absence. It takes the place of the present. . . . According to this classical semiology, 
the substitution of the sign for the thing itself is both secondary and provisional: secondary due 
to an original and lost presence from which the sign thus derives; provisional as concerns this 
final and missing presence toward which the sign in this sense is a movement of mediation” (9; 
emphases in orig.).
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he is going to shoot. The frame is doubly confined by the circle of the telescope, and its 

crosshairs are focused on the animal. The sound of the wind begins and continues throughout the 

sequence. The film cuts to a close-up of Moss, as he raises his head and looks at the landscape 

with his own eyes. Corresponding to his vision, the next shot is a high-angle extreme long shot 

of the desert with the herd of antelope in the middle; in the distance, clouds cast a dark shadow 

on the ground in the otherwise bright landscape. The camera returns to a close-up of Moss’s face 

as he looks through the telescope again, turns the elevation adjustment carefully, and says to his 

target, “You hold still,” echoing the words uttered by Anton Chigurh (Javier Bardem) to his 

victim in the film’s previous scene. When he finally shoots at the antelope, the bullet apparently 

hits but fails to kill the animal. After a moment’s pause, as the sound of the shot reaches them, 

the herd begins to run into the distance in panic. The viewer sees this in another point-of-view 

shot through the telescope, which is followed by a reaction shot of Moss looking up and 

muttering, “Shit,” and then by another extreme long shot of the landscape. The antelope are 

running away, but the shadow of the clouds now approaches Moss. Thunder also rumbles in the 

distance, prefiguring the ominous fate to which he is now being led. After picking up the emptied 

shell and putting it in his chest pocket—an act that effaces a trace of his own presence on the 

plain—Moss begins tracking the traces of the wounded antelope’s blood. The motif of the hunt 

after signs is thus introduced into the narrative.

The film continues the pattern of these opening shots by alternating point-of-view shots 

from Moss’s perspective, whether seen with his eyes or through his binoculars, with reaction 

shots of Moss looking at something. The viewer has to share his vision as well as its limitations. 

As he looks at the ground and follows the line of the antelope’s blood, he discovers another, 
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thicker line of blood that crosses at right angles the line that he has been tracing. He first looks in 

the direction from which the new line of blood has come and then in the opposite direction in 

which it leads and finds a black dog limping away in the distance. Abandoning the antelope’s 

traces, he decides to backtrack the dog’s blood and comes upon the site of an abortive drug deal 

with five shot-up trucks and the dead bodies of Mexican dealers. After questioning a lone 

survivor (Eduardo Antonio Garcia), who asks him for water, about the “último hombre, the last 

man standing,” Moss starts to backtrack the tire tracks left by the dealers’ vehicles: “I reckon,” 

he mutters, “I go out the way I come in.” He continues to think out loud, tracks the wounded man 

by putting himself in his place, and finally finds the dead man and a document case containing 

the drug money.3 Moss’s process of mapping the man’s movement attests to his ability as a 

hunter: “the pursuer cannot pursue,” Ortega y Gasset says, “if he does not integrate his vision 

with that of the pursued” (Hunting 124). At the same time, this means that the hunter and the 

hunted can easily change places with each other. The moment he decides to steal the money, 

Moss is transformed from the hunter into the hunted, now chased by the drug dealers, Chigurh, 

and the sheriff Bell. Again, the sound of thunder seems to announce his fate at the end of the 

sequence.

The land itself is therefore a text full of signs and inscriptions. While this sequence shows 

Moss’s ability to detect signs and to locate the objects of his search in space, it also reveals his 

limitations. Firstly, he fails to kill the antelope and only wounds it, which, Richard Gilmore says, 

is “the worst possible outcome for a responsible hunter” (62). His failure to kill the animal not 

3. In McCarthy’s novel, while tracking the man with the money, Moss says to him, “You 
aint goin far . . . . You may think you are. But you aint” (15). He might as well be talking to 
himself because these words prefigure his own fate.
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only literally triggers a series of unexpected events for him, but also announces that he will not 

be able to get what he wants, to reach the object of desire. The discovery of the illegal money in 

the middle of the desert, not unlike the one of hidden gold in many gold-rush narratives set in the 

Old West, momentarily provides Moss with a glimpse of the beginning of a new life. Like the 

nineteenth-century gold prospectors, he might be thinking that the treasure might make it 

possible for him and his wife to start over. But the narrative soon begins to disintegrate the 

fragile vision of the West as a land of opportunity, and Moss’s possession of the money only 

forces him and his wife to lose the other things that they have, one after another: his work as a 

welder, their life in a trailer home, his own life, and eventually his wife’s life. As he says to 

himself in the novel, “There’s lots of things you aint goin to see again” (29). The new life that the 

money seems to promise, like the wounded antelope that runs away, will forever be out of his 

reach. It remains to be an absence that nevertheless keeps him moving forward. Secondly, the 

way he is constantly led forward by the discovered signs implies that his motion is controlled by 

them.4 The Coens’ repeated use of point-of-view shots, especially the circumscribed view 

through the telescopic sight and the downward shots of the ground that track the traces of blood, 

makes a sharp contrast with an eye-level extreme long shot inserted once in the sequence, an 

image that reduces Moss to a tiny figure in the landscape. The confinement of Moss’s vision 

suggests that he does not always know what lies ahead. Every new sign that he discovers makes 

something appear on his mental map and directs him toward the presence of the entity that has 

4. In the novel, when Moss later arrives at Eagle Pass in a cab, he asks the driver about a 
place “where the sign is”; after hearing that it is a hotel, he decides to spend the night there and 
walks into the building, in which “[t]he clerk was standing at the desk as if he’d been expecting 
him” (107). The hotel’s neon sign is another example of the power of signs that control his 
movement, as if they were instruments of fate.



 186

left the sign. His attention keeps shifting from one object to another: the wounded antelope to the 

wounded dog, the dog to the site of violence, the site to the last man standing, the man to the 

illegal drug money, and the money to the possibility of a new life, which escapes from his grasp 

and seals his fate. It seems as if his life falls into a groove from which he cannot escape the 

moment he fails to kill the antelope. This creates a film noir-like atmosphere of fatalism that 

pervades the entire narrative.5 In an endless chain of signs that lead to nowhere, every new trace 

points to another trace, and Moss is repeatedly disoriented by the proliferation of signs. In the 

meantime, the ultimate object that he hunts after always evades him; it defers itself, effaces itself, 

and remains to be an absence. No matter where he goes, no matter how far he runs, Moss is 

caught in a trap of his own making. The whole series of events in the narrative thus derives, as 

Bell says to a newspaper reporter in the novel, from “a huntin accident” (94).

The hunting accident, Moss’s failure to kill the antelope, is repeated later in both the film 

and the novel when Chigurh tries to shoot a bird on a bridge near the city of Del Rio: “He fired 

just as the bird crouched and spread its wings” (McCarthy, No Country 99). The bullet hits the 

rail of the bridge, and the bird escapes from the danger into the darkness of the night. This short 

episode announces that Chigurh, too, will eventually fail to hunt down his prey, Moss in his case 

(Gilmore 57). Moss’s tracking of the trails of blood in the desert is also repeated by the Coens in 

a night scene set in the border city of Eagle Pass, where Moss and Chigurh shoot at each other on 

5. But at the same time Moss’s own agency cannot be denied because it is he himself who 
chooses to follow these signs. In this sense, Moss is active and passive at the same time, and 
every action that he takes is a reaction to something. Comparing Westerns with film noirs, Robert 
B. Pippin argues, “In Westerns, when the time for action comes, the hero acts. Noir heroes are 
endlessly reluctant to act, and when they do, they are mostly responsive and often 
halfhearted” (Fatalism 11). These characteristics of the two genres can also be observed in Bell, 
a pensive Western lawman who is reluctant to act for the most part.
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a deserted street. The film first shows a point-of-view shot from Chigurh’s perspective, tracing 

Moss’s blood left on the ground that leads away from the truck that the latter has abandoned. 

Before Chigurh finishes tracking these signs to the place where his prey is hiding, Moss stands 

up on the other side of the street and starts shooting at the villain, who jumps and hides behind a 

parked vehicle. Moss continues to shoot, and then another point-of-view shot reproduces his 

vision tracking the traces of Chigurh’s blood left on the sidewalk. These marks lead to and then 

disappear into the shadow between two buildings, and Moss loses sight of the enemy in the 

darkness of the night. Again, the signs fail to guide the hunters to the objects that they are 

looking for. The repetition of point-of-view shots circumscribes their vision and knowledge, and 

each of them fails to map the location of the other. While repeating the earlier scenes and 

developing a parallel between the two hunters, this scene in Eagle Pass makes a striking contrast 

with the sequence of Moss’s hunting in the desert. The open space of the Western desert is now 

transformed into a strangely deserted urban milieu, a town that looks like a ghost town. The 

bright daylight of the desert is replaced by a dark nightscape that encloses and encroaches upon 

the characters, and reflections on the glass windows further trap the figures within this closed 

space and within themselves. As Lee Clark Mitchell suggests, the film’s “combination of 

interiors and night scenes” induces “a claustrophobic feeling that contradicts the Western’s 

generic tribute to wide-open space” (“Dismantling” 341). The mise-en-scène confines the 

characters both physically and psychologically, evoking a strongly film noir-like atmosphere. 

After the scene of Moss’s hunting at the beginning, the iconic landscapes of the West are 

represented primarily as framed paintings hung on the walls of various rooms that appear in the 

film. Along with the signs that lead them nowhere, the film’s shift from a Western setting to a 
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noir one points at the situation of entrapment that dominates every character in the narrative.

These scenes suggest that the act of hunting in No Country depends on the absence as 

well as the presence of the quarry, perhaps more on the former. This is not only because the hunt 

can continue only as long as there remains a spatial distance between the hunter and the hunted, 

but also, more fundamentally, because every hunt is doomed to failure in this narrative. The prey 

always remains an absence, its appearance is delayed and deferred, and it keeps disappearing 

outside the hunters’ field of vision; all they can find are traces, not the thing itself. It is what is 

absent, what is unlocatable and unmappable, that haunts the narrative space, incites the hunters 

to move on, and thereby constructs the whole narrative. The function of signs in this narrative 

therefore corresponds to that of Jacques Derrida’s concept of the trace: “Since the trace is not a 

presence but the simulacrum of a presence that dislocates itself, displaces itself, and refers itself, 

it properly has no site—erasure belongs to its structure. . . . [T]he present becomes the sign of the 

sign, the trace of the trace”; and in Derrida’s thought, the text is what proposes “all at once the 

monument and the mirage of the trace, the trace simultaneously traced and erased, 

simultaneously living and dead, and, as always, living in its simulation of life’s preserved 

inscription” (24; emphasis in orig.). The trace points at the absent presence of the object of the 

hunt that has left it behind; the presence seems to precede the trace that is its “monument.” But at 

the same time, and for this very reason, the hunted object becomes “the trace of the trace,” an 

effect that is derived from the traces of its own presence that keeps receding from the hunter’s 

sight; in this case, the trace precedes the absent presence, the former evoking the latter as “the 

mirage of the trace.” The trace and the thing itself refer to each other, but neither can be regarded 

as the definitive origin of the other. Absence always haunts presence. The narrative of No 
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Country is made possible by such paradoxical nature of the trace.6

Another important aspect of the trace is that it functions in two opposite directions in 

both time and space, since the hunter not only reads others’ traces but also leaves his own traces 

behind. On the one hand, as has been observed in the scene of Moss’s hunting, traces constantly 

entice the hunter to move forward by pointing at the existence of something down the road. But 

the entities referred to by the signs also keep moving and dislocate themselves again and again. 

Every time the hunter catches up with a sign of something, the message that it emits is 

transformed into, to modify Wood’s words, this has been here. Just as Moss’s dream of a new life 

remains out of his reach, every hunter in the narrative cannot grasp the object that he seeks after: 

Chigurh eventually finds the stolen satchel but fails to kill Moss; Bell cannot save the lives of 

Llewelyn and Carla Jean Moss in time and is defeated by the villains; Carson Wells, a veteran of 

the Vietnam War who has become a bounty hunter in the criminal underworld, locates but fails to 

recover the stolen money; and the Mexican drug dealers catch up with Moss and kill him but fail 

to locate the money. The traces of absence do not lead the hunter to presence. Although they 

provide the hunter with a glimpse of something that might exist down the road, of his possible 

future, the acquisition of that object and the actualization of that future are always postponed or 

made impossible. By leading the characters forward to mirage-like places that they cannot reach, 

that disappear in their appearance, the signs paradoxically confine them in the present. On the 

other hand, traces also function backward, as a record of one’s own acts in the past. Leaving the 

6. This chapter’s argument owes much to John T. Matthews’s analysis of William 
Faulkner’s novels, especially of Absalom, Absalom! (1936) and Go Down, Moses (1942). See 
Matthews 115-61, 212-73. He also pays attention to the motif of the hunt or the tracking of truth: 
“It is not only that storytelling is like hunting, but that hunting—like trade, or games, or rituals—
is a kind of language” (17).
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traces of their own presence behind, the characters make themselves vulnerable to those who are 

following them. Every hunter is potentially a prey to some other hunter. This is clearly the case 

with Moss, who says at one point in the novel, “Everbody’s huntin me” (231). Chigurh, Wells, 

Bell, and more than one group of drug dealers simultaneously track Moss’s traces and approach 

him from behind, forcing him to dislocate himself from place to place. No matter where he goes, 

some trace reveals his presence by transmitting the silent message that he has been there. This is 

the condition that accompanies not only Moss’s life but also everyone’s existence, since it is 

impossible to live without leaving a trace. Every step that one takes, or every act that one 

performs, leaves behind a “monument” or a “simulation of life’s preserved inscription.” The past 

hunts and haunts every character in the narrative, suggesting the impossibility of escaping from 

one’s own traces; the characters are forced to face where they have been and who they have 

been.7 In the narrative space of No Country, the traces therefore embody the inexorable hold of 

the past on the present as well as the distance or impossibility of a different future. Taken 

together, these functions of signs constitute a claustrophobic space of confinement.

Signs are not limited to physical or visible ones. Since absence always inheres in the 

trace, electronic signals, which are by nature invisible and immaterial, can be considered as 

another type of the trace. In the novel, for example, driving to Odessa to meet Carla Jean, Bell 

listens “to the truckers on the radio”: “Has he got jurisdiction up here? Come on. Hell if I know. I 

7. Fredric Jameson associates “the horror of the trace” with the state of “being afraid you 
would be marked once and for all, that things were definitive or better still irrevocable”; he 
continues that “the wish not to leave any traces” is a manifestation of the “ultimate form of 
American optimism” that “thinks everything can be solved, changed, rebuilt, in the absence of 
ground or consequence” (185n). The possibility of a new life that entices Moss and his desperate 
effort to escape from his pursuers are then a dark version of such “American optimism,” or of the 
American dream of starting over.
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think if he sees you committin a crime he does. Well I’m a reformed criminal then. You got that 

right old buddy” (126). The disembodied voices of the truck drivers travel through the air from 

point to point, and the passage does not reveal how many drivers are talking through the radio. 

While the drivers do not know that Bell is intercepting their conversation, Bell cannot see their 

individual bodies, either. But the radio at least makes it possible for him to perceive their absent 

presence. Even the air is full of signals that reveal and conceal the presence of someone at some 

place. Although Bell says that he does not think that “law enforcement benefits all that much 

from new technology” (62), he nevertheless lives in the age of telecommunications. Benjamin S. 

Child is correct in claiming that technology “plays a crucial role in helping characters to locate 

themselves—and one another—within the landscape of No Country for Old Men” (9). The radio 

is just one example, and the narrative frequently refers to electronic devices that send and receive 

signals. The transponder hidden inside the satchel of money—a device that reveals Moss’s 

location to Chigurh and the drug dealers until Moss finds and removes it—is another 

conspicuous example. This device might seem old-fashioned to people living in the twenty-first 

century, but it is in a sense a precursor or a small-scale version of the Global Positioning System, 

a network of electronic signals from which anyone using a cellphone or a car navigation device 

cannot escape. The transponder exemplifies a world where there is no place to hide, and now 

almost everyone lives under a condition similar to Moss’s. The telephone is another means of 

communication that appears in the narrative, and it is often associated with the sheriff. Even his 

last name, Bell, resonates with that of the inventor of the machine, Alexander Graham Bell. 

When he first appears in the novel as a character, Bell walks into his office and then waits for the 

telephone to ring: “He swiveled his chair around and sat and looked at the telephone. Go ahead, 
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he said. I’m here”; then the phone does start ringing (41). As will be discussed later, the 

telephone plays an important role in bringing about the end of his career as a sheriff and in 

connecting his present and past. Somewhat like the telescopic sight and the binoculars that Moss 

has used while hunting in the desert, these electronic devices of communication serve as means 

of both detection and dislocation. By bringing close what is distant, by making present what is 

absent, signals enable the hunter to perceive and track an entity that is not directly present. These 

signals form a dense network from which no one can escape, but at the same time what the 

signals transmit is not the thing itself but only an adumbration of what is not there, a 

disembodied voice or image of someone or something. The signal reveals and conceals the 

absent presence with which it is associated, and there is no guarantee that it will guide the hunter 

to the quarry. Like the visible sign, the invisible signal also functions in two opposite directions 

in space and time and constructs a closed narrative space.

The Coen brothers’ film captures these natures of signs and signals particularly in four 

scenes set in indoor spaces, in which the three principal characters cross paths with but fail to 

confront one another. The scenes take place in Moss’s trailer home and his temporary lodgings in 

three border towns: Del Rio, Eagle Pass, and El Paso. The closed space of these interiors again 

marks a contrast with the open landscape of the desert, and the former becomes more dominant 

in the film as the narrative unfolds itself (McDonald 218-19). In addition, the mobile home and 

the motor hotel are two types of space emblematic of the whole narrative in that they embody 

stability and mobility, confinement and freedom at the same time. The characters are perpetually 

on the move, but their movement in space does not provide them with a way out of the traps of 

their own making. Sometimes deviating from McCarthy’s novel and repeating similar patterns 
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among themselves, these interior scenes in the film effectively employ the cinematic medium to 

frame and confine the three hunters.

Moss’s trailer home is located in the Desert Aire Trailer Park in Sanderson, Texas. The 

film first shows its interior when Moss returns home with the money and weapons that he has 

acquired as unexpected prizes of his hunting. As he walks into the trailer, his wife, Carla Jean 

Moss (Kelly Macdonald), is sitting on a couch and watching Charles Marquis Warren’s Flight to 

Tangier (1953) on television. The scene quoted by the Coens shows Gil Walker (Jack Palance), 

Nicki (Corrine Calvet), and Susan Lane (Joan Fontaine) riding a car after Walker has been 

released from a police station; when Nicki asks, “My place is wrong?,” Walker answers, “Yours 

is the first place Danzer and Goro will look if they know you bribed me out.” The film continues 

to be played in the background—or rather in the foreground—while a medium two-shot shows 

Llewelyn and Carla Jean talking about the satchel and the pistol that he has brought back home, 

until the sound of the car’s horn and screeching tires coming from Warren’s film becomes a 

sound bridge as the Coens cut to an overhead shot of Llewelyn lying and thinking in bed. As 

Mitchell claims, the quoted film has many elements in common with No Country: a man who 

disappears with a lot of money (three million dollars in this case), three parties chasing after one 

another, characters “disguising themselves and their pasts,” and Nicki’s words warning that “any 

place is unsuitable, granting neither shelter nor security, simply ‘wrong’” (“Dismantling” 

345-46).8 Connecting the international zone of Tangier after World War II and the contemporary 

8. In addition, in Flight to Tangier, Walker appears as a character who is supposed to 
have died as a war hero during World War II. Later in the film, he confesses that he has not done 
anything heroic in the war. Walker’s past resonates with the sheriff Bell’s experience in the 
European theater of the same war described in McCarthy’s novel. But since the Coens’ 
adaptation does not deal with Bell’s past experience as a soldier, this aspect of the quotation 
works only for those who have read the adapted text, establishing a strange intertextual space 
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U.S.-Mexico borderlands, the Coens’ cinematic quotation implies that there is no place to hide in 

both of these border zones, that the Mosses, too, will have to dislocate themselves.

At the same time, the function of the television itself deserves attention. Television, like 

other means of telecommunications, works through the transmission of invisible signals from 

place to place. Television networks send and receive voices and images that are disembodied and 

dislocated; they transform the absent into the mirage of presence. In the scene set in the Mosses’ 

trailer, the television screen functions as a mirror image of the film’s frame in two ways; the 

trailer is doubly haunted by what is not there. First, the tense dialogue between Walker and Nicki 

in Warren’s film is reflected and augmented by the one between the Mosses. This parallel 

between the two two-shots facing each other suggests that both of these two couples do not know 

where they are going in their respective worlds. One fictional world within a frame reflects and 

infiltrates another world within another frame, and the fictional Tangier, which is absent and 

distant in terms of both space and time, becomes a part of the present in the Coens’ film. Second, 

the frame of the Coens’ film also functions as a reflection of its own audience. An interesting 

detail in this context is the small yet bright circle of light that shines through the gap between the 

curtains behind the sofa on which Llewelyn and Carla Jean sit. It can be seen slightly above the 

wife’s head. The source of this light cannot be identified—it could be the moon or just a 

streetlight. Considering, however, that the two are watching a film shown on the screen that is 

supposed to be located in front of them, this detail gives the strange impression that the light 

might be coming from a film projector located outside the trailer, as if they were watching a 

screen inside a theater instead of a television inside a house. In this sense, the two characters 

watching the screen are a mirror image of the viewers of the Coens’ film. Just as the two films 

between the three texts.
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interpenetrate each other, the audience, supposedly absent from the fictional world of No 

Country, is momentarily dislocated and transformed into the object of the characters’ gaze. It is 

as if the viewer is the one who exists inside a framed world, and the present and the absent 

change places with each other. The uncomfortable effect caused by this self-reflexive or 

metacinematic moment is in accord with what happens throughout the narrative, where the 

hunter becomes the hunted, the observer the observed. Using a frame within the frame, a screen 

within the screen, this scene introduces a mirroring structure that will be repeated in later indoor 

scenes. The strange light coming through the window is a tiny but significant sign that the 

filmmakers have embedded.

As Nicki’s words have predicted in Warren’s film, the Mosses’ place soon proves to be 

“wrong,” and they are forced to escape from their home to Del Rio and Odessa. The other 

hunters begin arriving at their trailer in search of Moss. The first to visit the place is Chigurh. 

After shooting out the lock cylinder with his cattlegun, he enters the vacated trailer and picks up 

the mail. As he surveys the rooms, he reads a phone bill sent by “Southwestern Bell Telephone 

Company,” a record of the Mosses’ past calls to Del Rio, Dallas, Odessa, and Austin. Here, two 

means of communication, the postal system and the telephone, provide Chigurh with visible 

traces of his prey’s movement. Seeing that there is no one in the trailer, he sits on the sofa with a 

bottle of milk in his right hand. This constitutes one of the most memorable moments in the film, 

a shot that also reproduces McCarthy’s writing: “There was a perfectly good twenty-one inch 

television on the table. He looked at himself in the dead gray screen” (80). Although the 

television does not receive any signal from the outside, the Coens’ shot/reverse-shot editing 

shows Chigurh, with a characteristically inscrutable look on his face, looking at his own 
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reflection on “the dead gray screen.” Where the unidentifiable light shone through the window 

while Moss and Carla Jean sat on the same place to watch the film, now there is a sunny sky, 

another source of light that projects the villain’s silhouette onto the gray surface of the television. 

Since the screen reflects the light that comes from behind Chigurh as the spectator, the shot is 

another self-reflexive moment in the film, the silhouette being doubly framed by the window and 

the screen. This framed image continues into the next shot of Chigurh approaching the office of 

the trailer park manager, taken from inside the building; this time his face is framed by the 

frosted-glass window on the door, which produces a blurred, mosaic-like image (N. Campbell 

335). Soon after Chigurh leaves the trailer park, Ed Tom Bell (Tommy Lee Jones) and his deputy 

Wendell (Garret Dillahunt) arrive at the same place. Bell, apparently reluctant to get involved in 

the case, hides behind Wendell and refuses to pull out his pistol. The first thing that Bell 

discovers inside the trailer is a circular dent on the wall made by the shot-out lock cylinder, 

which becomes an idiosyncratic trace that Chigurh leaves behind at every scene of crime he 

visits. Then Bell repeats Chigurh’s act by sitting on the couch and drinking milk, while his 

shadow, now doubled perhaps because of the sun’s changed location in the sky, is again reflected 

on the television’s dead screen. As many critics have noted, the paired shots of the two 

characters’ reflections on the blank screen establish a parallel between the bad guy and the good 

guy, the psychopathic serial killer and the representative of law and order.9

Since these shots are also a repetition of the image of the Mosses watching a movie, the 

Coens’ film emphasizes the similarities between the three hunters more strongly than the novel 

does. Just as Moss, when hunting in the desert, has chased after the signs of objects that escape 

9. See, for example, Bachman 362-63; N. Campbell 334-35; De Boever 144; Jutel; and 
Mitchell, “Dismantling” 344.
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from his grasp, both Chigurh and Bell are late in arriving at the trailer. All they see are traces 

telling them that their prey has been there but is no longer there. While pointing at the absence of 

the hunted person and therefore the hunter’s failure to catch up with him, these traces, especially 

Moss’s telephone bill and Chigurh’s shot-out cylinder, become the signs of absent presences and 

make it possible for the hunters to continue their chase; meanwhile, the hunted is forced to move 

from place to place, confined, as it were, in movement. The traces propel the characters forward. 

At the same time, the repetition of the image of reflection, a doubling of a doubling, foregrounds 

the reversibility of the act of seeing. Those who see are always the ones who are seen by others, 

and no one and no one’s traces can escape from the gaze of others. Mirroring and reflecting one 

another, the hunters begin to incarcerate themselves in a labyrinth of their own making.

Just as the sequences set in Moss’s trailer at once separate and connect the three 

characters, the Regal Motor Hotel in the border town of Del Rio becomes another indoor space 

where Moss and Chigurh come close to but fail to encounter each other. After checking in and 

entering Room 138, Moss looks around the room for a place to hide the money and stashes it 

deep inside the air duct. Doing some shopping in town and returning to the room, Moss finds that 

there is a gap between the curtains of his room, a sign that someone has already tracked his trail. 

When he returns again to the Regal Motel on the following day, he asks the manager for “a map 

of the rooms,” studies the spatial arrangement of the rooms, and then enters Room 38. The new 

room is located behind the previous one and separated from it by a wall; as the manager says, it 

is furnished with “two double beds,” an almost ostentatious feature suggesting that this room is a 

double, or a mirror image, of the other room. The film here begins to employ fast-paced 

crosscutting or parallel editing to express the simultaneity and parallelism between Moss’s action 
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and Chigurh’s (Pye 6-7), whereas McCarthy’s novel only implies that Moss leaves the motel 

sometime between Chigurh’s arrival at the place and his entrance into Moss’s first room 

(McCarthy, No Country 103). In the film, while Moss prepares to smuggle the money through 

the air duct connecting the two rooms, Chigurh’s receiver catches a signal from the transponder 

hidden in the document case. Tracking the source of the signal, Chigurh arrives at Room 138. He 

repeats Moss’s act by studying the map of the rooms and enters a room distant from 138 and 38. 

What he does in his room, like Moss’s making of a makeshift tool for retrieving the case in his 

own room, at first seems mysterious. The camera set inside the room first captures Chigurh 

opening the door and turning on the light. After an inserted point-of-view pan shot of his gaze 

surveying the room, Chigurh switches off the light and closes the door, the screen going black for 

a moment. Suddenly he opens the door again, this time more swiftly, repeating his previous 

action in a somewhat comical manner. As he walks around the room and measures the thickness 

of the wall, it gradually becomes clear, as John Bruns says, that the scene is “a remarkable 

display of mental mapping on Chigurh’s part” (13). Along with his effective use of Moss’s phone 

bill and the receiver unit, which have guided him to Del Rio, the way he surveys the room shows 

“Chigurh’s formidable cartographic skill” (Bruns 6). Despite his skill as a professional 

manhunter, however, he is not an omniscient character; his knowledge is confined in its own 

way. Here, for example, he does not know that it is the Mexican dealers who are in Moss’s room, 

or that Moss is trying to retrieve the case from another room at the very moment. In this sense, 

Chigurh’s biggest mistake in this scene is that he switches off the receiver and leaves it in his 

room before heading toward Moss’s room. After killing the Mexicans in the room, all he finds 

are the twin parallel traces of the absent satchel left in the dust inside the air duct, a sign that the 
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money has been there but is no longer there. All the signs and signals fail to lead Chigurh to his 

prey. Meanwhile, Moss hears the muffled gunshots and shouts through the wall and the duct, 

realizing that at least two parties are coming after him. Del Rio turns out to be another wrong 

place for him.

By crosscutting between two threads of narrative and positioning Moss and Chigurh in 

the rooms that mirror each other, the Coens heighten the sense of suspense and again develop the 

parallelism between the two characters. The wall separating the two rooms functions as a thin 

border that connects and separates the two hunters. Each of them is confined in his own room 

and does not exactly know what is going on on the other side of the border. But the viewer can 

sense the simultaneity of these two lines of action because of the use of parallel editing, a 

technique that, as Mary Ann Doane argues, relies on what is invisible, absent, and offscreen, or 

on “the frame as the threshold of an unseen yet semiotically dense space”: “In parallel editing, 

when shot B is on the screen its legibility is saturated by the absent presence of shot A, and vice 

versa. Duration is energized by invisibility, by the inability to see all” (195).10 While the viewer 

is seeing Moss in his room, “the absent presence” of Chigurh in the other room haunts the 

screen, and the opposite effect occurs while the screen is showing Chigurh. The film’s visible 

narrative space is surrounded and made dense by what is outside the frame, by what is dislocated 

and unmappable. Like the self-reflexive moments set in Moss’s trailer, this motel scene depends 

10. Drawing on Tom Gunning, Doane also emphasizes the connections between parallel 
editing and the contemporary development of technology: “As Gunning has argued, the temporal 
simultaneity signified by parallel editing demands an abstraction that was countered by the 
incorporation of recent technology—the telephone, the telegraph, the railroad—into plots, in 
order to ‘naturalize film’s power to move through space and time.’ Editing borrowed the 
authority of the telephone to rationalize the instantaneous movement from site to site effected by 
the cut. Telephones are indeed ubiquitous in the films of this period [that is, around 1910]” (194). 
Parallel editing, like electronic signals, overcomes spatial and temporal distances.
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on presence and absence at the same time.

Although Moss turns out to be the better detector of signs in Del Rio, Chigurh comes 

closer to him in Room 213 of the Hotel Eagle in Eagle Pass, another border town. After checking 

into this hotel, Moss lies on the bed while an overhead shot that zooms in on Moss’s face repeats 

an earlier shot in his trailer, expressing his inner thought. Mumbling, “There just ain’t no way,” 

Moss looks for and finds the transponder, which has been signaling his location to his hunters. 

Then a muffled gunshot in the distance announces the presence of someone approaching, and his 

phone call to the front desk proves that the person at the other end of the line is already dead. 

While Moss prepares for a confrontation with the invisible enemy, the viewer gets to know the 

identity of the hunter from the sounds of Chigurh’s footsteps and his receiver unit. In this 

moment of tense suspense, the only source of light becomes the one that shines through the 

window from the outside. Like a spotlight, it dimly illuminates the door from which Chigurh will 

enter, as if the door was a screen. When the killer finally shoots out the lock cylinder, Moss 

chooses to escape through the window, rather than confronting the opponent. This is at once a 

repetition of and a significant deviation from McCarthy’s text. The Coens once again make 

effective use of frames. As Moss climbs out of the window, the viewer sees within its frame the 

white rectangular shape of the doorframe, which, in turn, frames the silhouette of Chigurh 

pointing a shotgun at Moss. Both of the hunters are momentarily circumscribed by these two 

frames at the same time. The shot develops the parallelism between the two and emphasizes their 

entrapment in a claustrophobic world of mirrors and reflections. By climbing out of this multiply 

framed space first, Moss seems to be trying to get out of a cinematic world within a frame; that is 

to say, he refuses to confront the antagonist and fight like a hero in a Western film. Like the 



 201

claustrophobic setting of the sequence, Moss’s refusal to fight is another element in the Coens’ 

film that will go against the audience’s genre expectations. But it is impossible to escape from 

the inexorable killer, and the scene continues into the one of a failed shootout on a deserted street 

mentioned above. This time it is Chigurh who escapes from the opponent. The two hunters are 

separated by the space of the hotel room and then by the width of the street. Later in the film, 

Moss says to Wells (Woody Harrelson) that he has seen Chigurh, but the only time Moss actually 

sees him in Eagle Pass is when Chigurh is reflected on the glass window of a closed store before 

the latter disappears into the darkness like a ghost. Still later, Moss and Chigurh have a brief 

conversation on the phone, but they end up not confronting each other. Each of these two 

characters remains a disembodied image or voice for the other.

The last in the series of indoor scenes that stage the principal characters’ failed 

encounters takes place in a room of the Desert Sands Motor Hotel in El Paso, the third border 

town in the film. Before the film reaches this scene, Moss has been killed by the Mexican dealers 

offscreen, the sheriff Bell belatedly arriving at the scene of the crime only to find the younger 

man’s dead body. Dislocating and concealing the moment of the (anti)hero’s death, the narrative 

brings Moss’s life to an anticlimactic end and does not provide the audience with a cathartic 

moment of the showdown, one of the essential conventions in the Western. With Moss already 

dead, the El Paso scene focuses on Chigurh and the other (anti)hero, Bell. As in the Eagle Pass 

sequence, the Coens repeat and deviate from the adapted text, and the narrative deliberately fails 

to stage a climactic confrontation. In McCarthy’s novel, Chigurh is already out of the motel room 

in question—located in Van Horn, not in El Paso—when Bell returns to the place to look for him 

(243). As he says in one of his monologues, Bell is aware that he has come close to confronting 
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Chigurh: “I walked in front of those eyes once. I wont do it again” (4). In the film, this scene 

becomes more cryptic. The filmmakers have already used light, shadows, reflections, doublings, 

frames, and screens in preceding scenes, and they continue to employ all of these cinematic signs 

to produce an uncanny effect. The failed confrontation between Chigurh and Bell constitutes the 

strangest scene in the film version of No Country, and it has invited many comments from critics. 

Although what happens here might not make sense “at the level of realism” (Carter 211), it 

deserves to be analyzed in detail.

What impels Bell to go back to the scene of the crime in the film is his conversation with 

a sheriff in El Paso (Rodger Boyce). After discussing what they consider to be the “[s]igns and 

wonders” of the chaotic state of the contemporary world, these two old men talk about the 

mysterious serial killer, whose name they do not know. While the El Paso sheriff says that he is 

“a goddamn homicidal lunatic,” Bell says that he is “pretty much a ghost,” to which the other 

replies, “He’s real, all right.” Then Bell’s friend emphasizes how the villain has “stroll[ed] right 

back into a crime scene” in Eagle Pass, making Bell realize that Chigurh might do the same thing 

again. A distant train whistle and Carter Burwell’s faint but ominous music on the soundtrack 

become the sound bridge connecting this scene of dialogue to the next sequence, which begins 

with a point-of-view shot from the perspective of Bell approaching Room 114 of the Desert 

Sands Motel in his cruiser. Shutting the engine off but leaving the headlights on, he sighs and 

hesitates for a moment in the vehicle. Then he gets out and begins walking toward the room 

slowly, with a tense look on his face. Gradually approaching the building, a tracking shot, 

apparently taken from Bell’s perspective, shows two rooms, Rooms 114 and 112, taped off with 

two yellow police tapes as a crime scene. A medium reaction shot of Bell looking at the door and 
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ducking under the tapes is cut again to a tracking shot that continues to approach the door. The 

camera shows that the lock cylinder has been shot out from the door, an unmistakable sign for 

the viewer that Chigurh has been or is still there. Since Bell has seen the front door of Moss’s 

trailer earlier in the film, he, too, knows what it means. It is also important to note that this shot 

does not move in concert with Bell’s ducking motion; straightening up, he soon enters the frame 

from screen right. By revealing that this is not a point-of-view shot, the film also implies that the 

preceding tracking shots might not have been taken from Bell’s perspective. This causes a 

slightly disturbing effect, for the person who seems to have been the observer suddenly becomes 

an object of the camera’s observation. The one who chases Chigurh becomes the one who is 

chased by the camera; the hunter becomes the hunted. Along with the image of the shot-out 

cylinder, this brief shot emphasizes the possible danger awaiting the sheriff and heightens the 

sense of suspense. A medium shot captures Bell looking at the absent lock and pondering on it, 

and the film cuts to an extreme close-up of the hole.

With this shot, the uncanniest moment in the Coens’ film begins. On the brass surface of 

the interior of the shot-out hole, something moves. It is difficult to discern what it is, but it might 

be a reflection of Bell’s uniform or hat. A closer shot of Bell’s face looking at the hole is cut to 

another extreme close-up of the object of his gaze. The viewer can observe what might or might 

not be a reflection of Chigurh’s face slightly moving on the brass surface, and this image is 

succeeded by a medium shot of Chigurh, with his shotgun held in front of his body, apparently 

waiting for the enemy inside the room; he gazes at the hole from the other side of the door. The 

pattern of editing here seems to be alternating point-of-view shots with reactions shots, but the 

Coens have already shown that what appears to be a point-of-view shot might turn out to be 
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something different. The filmmakers’ way of showing therefore becomes deliberately unreliable, 

and it is difficult to understand what the close-ups of the hole mean or what Bell is seeing or 

thinking at this moment. The shot of Chigurh inside the room is followed by another close-up of 

Bell, who looks extremely nervous as if he knows what is waiting on the other side, and then by 

a medium close-up of Chigurh’s face, ominously illuminated by the light coming from outside 

the room. Parallel editing introduces Chigurh’s absent presence once again, but this close-up is 

the last time that Chigurh’s figure appears in this sequence. The Coens then cut to an extreme 

close-up of the hole taken from inside the room. The headlights of Bell’s cruiser shine into the 

room as a beam, and something ghostly moves on the surface of the hole like smoke, possibly 

reflecting Bell’s motion outside. The figures of Bell and Chigurh reflected on the tiny surface 

within the hole are a repetition of the earlier images of the two characters reflected on the dead 

screen of the television in Moss’s trailer. And the beam shining into the darkness of the room’s 

interior is reminiscent of the earlier scenes in the trailer and the Eagle Pass hotel, since it looks 

like the light coming from a projector in a film theater. Bell finally takes out his pistol from the 

holster and pushes the door open. As the door opens, the camera set inside the room captures 

Bell’s body enclosed by the doorframe and backlit by the headlights. The door opens all the way 

to the wall, making it clear that Chigurh, who has seemed to be there, is not there. The ominous 

sound that has continued until this moment abruptly stops, announcing a moment of danger has 

come to an end.

This scene of extreme suspense turns out to be another anticlimax, failing to culminate in 

a confrontation between the good guy and the bad guy. As if to emphasize this point, the film 

inserts an image that evokes the Western. As Bell steps into the room, a point-of-view pan shot 
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surveys the room and shows the sheriff’s doubled shadow projected on the wall by the vehicle’s 

headlights; the shadow is further doubled by the big mirror inside the room. With his hat on and 

his gun held in the right hand, Bell’s shadows conjure up the image of the heroic gunman in 

Westerns (N. Campbell 345; Tyrer and Nickell 88). After all, the sheriff, who was reluctant to act 

in earlier scenes, has finally resolved to risk his own life, opened the door, and crossed the 

apparent threshold of life and death. But the enemy is no longer there, and there is no chance for 

him to act heroically. Both his fear and his resolution are thwarted by the absence of the 

antagonist. The pan shot of the interior of the room contains another strange detail. Like Bell’s 

body, the yellow crime scene tape outside the room casts a shadow on the wall, but the shot 

shows only one shadow bobbing up and down in the wind, while there should be two. One of the 

tapes has disappeared. The camera does not clarify what has happened to the tapes, since the 

Coens carefully conceal them from the viewer’s sight in the subsequent shots. With the 

disappearance of Chigurh and (the shadow of) one of the tapes, the film signals that what is 

taking place now is something that cannot be explained realistically, a mysterious spectacle of 

presence and absence. After walking around the room and checking the window of the bathroom, 

Bell heaves a sigh of relief and sits on the bed. The Coens repeat their cinematic magic in this 

shot: the shadow of the remaining yellow tape vanishes, along with those of a chair and other 

pieces of furniture. The shot, taken from a low angle, tilts upward as if to emphasize their 

inexplicable disappearance, a phenomenon that cannot be explained by the room lamp that Bell 

has turned on. While Bell is apparently oblivious to these changes that have occurred in the 

room, the camera surreptitiously tries to share it with the audience, thereby creating a moment of 

dramatic irony. Here the directors are playing with light and shadows, knowledge and blindness. 
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The irony is augmented by the two point-of-view shots of what Bell finds on the floor; the first 

shot shows an air duct with its grille removed, and the second the screws from the grille and a 

coin scattered on the carpet. Since the viewer has already seen Chigurh remove an air duct grille 

with a coin in the Del Rio motel, he or she can look at these objects and the twin parallel traces 

of something dragged out of the duct and surmise that probably Chigurh succeeded in retrieving 

the money that Moss had hidden there—although the film, unlike the novel, leaves it unclear 

whether he really acquired the money or not. Since Bell has not witnessed the crime scene in Del 

Rio, however, these traces will not make sense to him. For the sheriff, who has said that Chigurh 

is “pretty much a ghost,” these signs might suggest that the villain has disappeared into the hole 

of the air duct like a ghost, confirming his opinion about him.11 Far from becoming a Western 

hero, Bell is reduced to a powerless old man who does not understand what has been going on 

around him. He is left in total darkness.

What to make of this magical scene hinges upon the question raised in the conversation 

between Bell and his colleague: whether Chigurh is a “ghost” or a “real” human being. At least, 

what is certain is that he has been there ahead of Bell, that “Chigurh has already mapped this 

room” before the sheriff (Bruns 14). The shot-out cylinder, the removed grille, and the screws 

and coin scattered on the floor are the traces that indicate that Chigurh has been there; they point 

at his presence in the room in the past. But they do not explain his absence from the room in the 

present or help understand the shots of Chigurh’s figure waiting inside the room. He is there and 

is not there at the same time, haunting the room as a ghostly presence, an absent presence. The 

11. In the novel, while investigating the room in the Eagle Pass hotel where Chigurh has 
stayed, Wells mutters to himself, “I hope you havent crawled off in a hole somewhere” (146). 
These words might have inspired the Coens in their filming of the El Paso motel scene.
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villain remains unmappable. At the same time, however, the apparent point-of-view shots that 

turn out to be something different, the shadows that mysteriously disappear from the wall, and 

the whole scene that seems about to but fails to stage a climactic showdown characteristic of the 

Western—all of these elements warn the viewer that things might not be what they seem to be. It 

is true that the camera apparently shows Chigurh’s reflection on the inside of the hole and his 

upper body looming up in the darkness, but there is nothing to guarantee that these images 

capture what is really there; rather, they might be a projection or reflection of Bell’s 

psychological state, his trepidation and resolution. If what seems to be a subjective shot can turn 

out to be an objective shot, what seems to be an objective shot can also prove to be a subjective 

shot. The image of the light coming from a projector—repeated here as the cruiser’s headlights 

shining into the dark room through the hole—supports this possibility by implying that what is 

inside the room might be only a projection, an effect of light. Upon entering the room, Bell also 

reacts calmly as if he had somehow expected Chigurh’s disappearance. In this sense, the Coens 

seem to be deceiving the audience by challenging and subverting the inherent realism of the 

cinematic medium. The camera shows Chigurh inside the room, but it does not guarantee that he 

is really there.12 In the dark motel room, nothing is certain, and every trace points at the villain’s 

mysterious presence and absence at the same time. Here Chigurh emerges only as a mirage-like 

effect of the traces of his presence that recedes and escapes from the framed image. Although the 

dramatic irony in the sequence emphasizes Bell’s blindness, the film thus forces the viewer to 

12. But of course the fantastic has also accompanied the cinema since its early days, as 
can be seen, for example, in Georges Méliès’s magic film: “The magic film is structured by 
repetition, based on the alternation of presence and absence rather than a linear forward 
trajectory” (Doane 134). The sudden appearance and disappearance of Chigurh also thwart Bell’s 
“linear forward trajectory” and bring him to a dead end.
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share a moment of perplexity. Everyone’s knowledge is framed and circumscribed in one way or 

another. Just as the reluctant sheriff—not being able to catch up with the outlaw and become a 

heroic Western lawman for once in his life—is trapped in an endless cycle of defeat and 

belatedness, the traces of Chigurh’s presence and absence in the room haunt and trap the viewer 

in an endless search for meaning, from which there seems to be no way out. The ungraspable 

nature of the traces baffles the viewer’s desire to reach a stable, definite interpretation.13

In these ways, all of the scenes of failed encounters in these closed spaces in the film 

stage the characters’ futile tracking of visible signs and invisible signals, futile because all that 

these traces reveal are more traces. These traces constantly drive the hunters forward and 

dislocate them from place to place. Although the traces seem to help the characters locate the 

thing that they are looking for, the thing itself also remains dislocated, offscreen, and 

unmappable. The absent looms in the distance and then disappears from the hunters’ sight like 

the mirage of water in the desert. Such ungraspable nature of the trace makes it impossible for 

the characters to escape from their present existence, who they have been and where they have 

been. Also, the Coens’ repeated use of shadows, reflections, frames, and screens creates a 

cinematic labyrinth in which the principal characters continue to mirror and echo one another’s 

acts without being aware of doing so. The strong parallelism that the film establishes between the 

characters is another element in the narrative that confines and entraps them in the present. 

13. Jay Ellis tries to explain the scene realistically by claiming that Chigurh is hiding in 
the room next door, presumably Room 112: “A phantom reflection even seems to fall into the 
polished brass of the lock cylinder as Bell pauses at Moss’s door; with editing we mistake it for 
Chigurh, who is actually standing beside the mirror door (next door), with light pouring through 
that emptied lock cylinder as well. Two doors, two men; Bell sees only his own reflection, just as 
he sees only his own shadow when he opens the door” (109). But the relative positions of 
Chigurh, the wall behind his back, and the shot-out cylinder in one of the interior shots make it 
difficult to adopt this interpretation.
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Within a story that inevitably progresses in a chronological or diachronic manner, the Coens’ 

film, continually switching between presence and absence, thwarts the narrative’s linear progress 

and maps a synchronic space of claustrophobic confinement, from which no character can escape 

unharmed.

Bell and his colleague in El Paso have talked about the “[s]igns and wonders” of the 

world’s deterioration. Bell’s feeling that the state of crime that he is confronting now is 

something unprecedented in history culminates in the El Paso motel scene in the film, 

particularly when he sees the gaping hole of the air duct, through which the ghostly villain might 

have escaped. As Daniel Butler says about McCarthy’s novel, Bell “sees signs of a downward 

spiral everywhere” (43), and every sign tells him that he is an anachronism in the contemporary 

world of uncontrollable violence. His failure to save Moss in time and his sense of powerlessness 

in face of almost supernatural evil make him decide to resign from his job as a sheriff. As he 

confesses to his aged relative Ellis (Barry Corbin) in the subsequent scene, he feels 

“overmatched.” The film’s transition from the El Paso motel to Ellis’s house is a remarkable 

instance of the Coens’ effective editing. In one of the few dissolves used in the film, the image of 

the screws and the coin left on the carpeted floor in the motel room, shown from Bell’s point of 

view, gradually transforms itself into a dirt road that leads toward Ellis’s house. It is as if the 

traces left behind by Chigurh change into a road map that guides the perplexed sheriff to 

someone who might be able to offer a helping hand (Bruns 15). This cartographic and 

palimpsestic moment establishes a contrast between the dark indoor space and the open space in 

daylight. It also contrasts the present and the past by juxtaposing the impasse that Bell has 

reached after hunting and chasing in the contemporary West of crime and violence, on the one 
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hand, with the house of a man who has lived through an older West and can tell stories about it, 

on the other hand. Despite these contrasts, however, the dialogue between Bell and Ellis suggests 

that the present is not so different from the past. After recounting the story of Uncle Mac, a 

relative of theirs who was shot and killed by Indians in his own doorway in 1909, Ellis tries to 

tell the younger man that things have not changed much since Uncle Mac’s days: “What you got 

ain’t nothing new. This country is hard on people. You can’t stop what’s coming. It ain’t all 

waitin’ on you. That’s vanity.” By claiming that the country has always been out of control, Ellis 

deflates Bell’s sense of defeat and powerlessness. It is selfish to think that the world always has 

to be kept under one’s control; it is also egotistic to think that one is facing a situation that his 

ancestors could not have imagined, to think that one lives, for better or worse, in a special, 

exceptional age. Everything might seem to have changed, Ellis suggests, but nothing has 

changed. Just as the characters are trapped in their present, the West itself, this scene seems to 

imply, is trapped, hunted, and haunted by its own past. The land becomes a palimpsest.

McCarthy’s novel develops this issue of the hold of the past on the present and focuses 

more on the psychological entrapment of individual characters. The events that happen in the 

narrative force them to face the past, to relive the consequences of their own acts. In the cases of 

Moss and Bell, the past revisits them as memories of wars. As a result of his stealing of the drug 

money, Moss is chased by relentless hunters until the end of his life, but he is also haunted and 

paralyzed by what he has seen and done in Vietnam as a soldier. And Bell’s sense of defeat in the 

present becomes a reenactment of his experience during World War II. In contrast, Chigurh, 

whose past remains opaque throughout the narrative, makes himself an apparently invincible 

hunter by fashioning himself as an agent of the past. The novel, however, implies that he is not 
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immune from the consequences of his own acts, either. If the Coens’ film confines the characters 

in a cinematic space of reflections by making them repeat and mirror one another, McCarthy’s 

text traps each of them in his psychological prison by forcing them to relive the past. Like the 

pictographs of indigenous hunters in the desert, the past remains and endures as traces in the 

present; or rather, the past emerges as an effect of these traces in the present. It is an absent 

presence. There is no way to escape from the memory of the past because it subsists within the 

self primarily as invisible but indelible traces of what has been.

Throughout the narrative, Moss is forced to face the consequence of his act of running 

away with the drug money, but he is also tormented by a more distant past. As briefly stated 

above, the scene set in the Eagle Pass hotel in the film both repeats and differs from the 

corresponding moment in the novel. It repeats the adapted text in letting Moss escape without 

attacking Chigurh; the two versions differ in that the novel provides Moss with an easy chance to 

kill the villain without any danger of getting hurt himself. In the novel, going one step ahead of 

Chigurh, Moss points his shotgun at “the man’s belt, holding it in one hand like a pistol”; instead 

of shooting, however, Moss “turn[s] and double[s] down the stairwell taking the steps two at a 

time” (113). He refuses to kill the man who, he knows, will most certainly continue to hunt him 

as long as he is alive. John Cant tries to explain Moss’s strange action or inaction by evoking 

Chigurh’s allegorical nature as “death personified” (“Oedipus” 56). But it is important to note 

that this is not the only scene where Moss refuses or fails to kill. Beginning with his failure to 

shoot an antelope while hunting in the desert, the novel repeatedly emphasizes that he cannot or 

does not kill anyone, at least not intentionally. Later in the narrative, Moss’s father tells Bell that 

his son “was a sniper in Vietnam” and that he “was the best rifleshot I ever saw. Bar none” (293). 
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These words imply that Moss has been a competent shooter and killer during the Vietnam War. 

Although the father’s high evaluation of the son’s shooting skill seems to contradict the latter’s 

actual behavior in the story, it is necessary to consider the possibility that Moss, in the present of 

the narrative, cannot kill anyone, including Chigurh, because of—and not in spite of—his past 

experience in Vietnam.

From its beginning, the novel emphasizes Moss’s traumatic experience in the Vietnam 

War more strongly than the film does. He is afraid to “sleep in the dark,” and he always wears a 

“boar’s tooth” attached to “a gold chain” around his neck (23, 9). Later he tells another character 

that the tusk is something that he keeps for “a dead somebody,” probably a fellow soldier or one 

of his Vietnamese victims during the war (225).14 When he goes back to the site of the abortive 

drug deal to bring water for a man who has asked for it, other drug dealers find him and begin 

their chase. Running away from them, he has the same “feeling” that he has had in “another 

country,” that is, in Vietnam (30). Moss, in short, is suffering from what is now called post-

traumatic stress disorder; the past always threatens to encroach upon his present. In this sense, 

his foolish decision to steal the illegal money can be understood as a desperate attempt to escape 

from his miserable condition in the present and his memory of the past, to embrace the 

possibility of a new life in the future that the money might make possible. But the repressed 

always returns, and his decision results in a series of destructive events. The dream of an escape 

into a new life ironically transforms itself into a nightmarish repetition of the past, including the 

14. According to David Lan Pham, in Vietnam, a boar’s tusk was believed to have a 
talismanic effect: “In war time people faced sudden death. Wild boar’s tusk was believed to 
protect people from fire. . . . People verified the real wild boar’s tusk by rolling it in hair and 
burning it. If the hair wasn’t burned, the tusk was real” (145). But the talisman eventually fails to 
save Moss from the firearm of an anonymous killer.
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possible necessity to “kill somebody” (87). His refusal to kill Chigurh is therefore a 

manifestation of his refusal to repeat the past.

The past, however, eventually catches up with him. In this context, the most significant 

turning point in Moss’s fate in the story arrives when he learns that he might have killed an 

innocent victim accidentally. It is ironic, again, that the possible killing takes place in Eagle Pass 

soon after he decides not to kill Chigurh and runs away from him. When Moss becomes involved 

in a shootout with Chigurh and other dealers on the streets of Eagle Pass, he fires his shotgun, 

and “[t]he buckshot rattled off the second storey balustrade” of a building, taking “the glass out 

of some of the windows” (114). Tracking Moss’s “bloodstains in the concrete of the walkway,” 

Wells later visits the same location and finds “[t]wo bulletholes in the windowglass” (146, 147). 

He enters the room with the broken window and discovers an old woman whose forehead has 

been shot through by one of the bullets; the other bullet marks “a date on a calendar on the wall,” 

a sign that seems to but eventually fails to predict the day of Wells’s own death (147, 178). 

Before leaving the room, he takes “a couple of pictures of the dead woman” (148), which he 

shows to Moss in a hospital in Piedras Negras, implying that they are a proof of the latter’s guilty 

act. At first Moss refuses to believe that he has killed the woman; the possibility, however, seems 

to disturb him, and he silently looks at “the photographs lying on the bed” after Wells is gone 

(157). If what Wells and the photographs say is true, Moss is already guilty of killing an innocent 

person, which will inevitably remind him of what he did during the war. He is forced to realize 

that he is repeating the past by the very act of running away from it. During their dialogue, Wells 

warns Moss, who seems to be too confident of himself, that it is impossible to escape with the 

stolen money: “Nothing would change. They’ll still find you. There’s nowhere to go” (156). 
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Wells’s words also apply to what the past does to Moss. It does not fail to catch up with those 

who run away from it.

Although he keeps moving from place to place, Moss gradually accepts the fact that he 

cannot get away from the consequences of his own acts. The person with whom he spends the 

last day of his life is a young hitchhiker who has run away from her home and is trying to go to 

California. For the girl, the westernmost state still functions as a land of new beginnings, like the 

territory for which Huckleberry Finn could light out. But Moss, echoing Wells’s words, warns 

the girl by saying, “There’s always somebody knows where you’re at. Knows where and why. 

For the most part” (226). Not only are there always some people who can track, hunt, and chase 

after the traces that one has left behind; more than anything else, one cannot escape from his or 

her own self and the memory of what has been. He continues to talk about the impossibility of 

hiding from the past: “It’s not about knowin where you are. It’s about thinkin you got there 

without takin anything with you. Your notions about startin over. Or anybody’s. You dont start 

over. That’s what it’s about. Ever step you take is forever. You cant make it go away. None of 

it” (227). He can warn the girl because she is repeating his behavior by trying to run away and 

because he himself has failed to “start over.” Moss’s desperate escapade becomes a process 

through which he learns at the cost of his and his wife’s life that there is no choice but to accept 

and live with the past, however painful that might be.

Bell’s experience traces a pattern similar to Moss’s. While the present becomes a 

repetition of the experience of the Vietnam War for Moss, it turns into a bitter reenactment of 

World War II for the sheriff. He enlisted in the army during the war and was awarded “some 

medals and stuff” as a war hero after it was over (90). What torments him is his awareness that 



 215

he does not deserve to be a hero of the nation because he abandoned his comrades after they 

were attacked by German soldiers, the memory of which still haunts him in the present. Like 

Moss, he suffers from survivor’s guilt. The memory of the unheroic act is a secret with which he 

has lived for a long time, something that he has not been able to tell his wife, Loretta. When he 

talks about the event to his uncle Ellis for the first time in his life, he says, “I thought that maybe 

I could make up for it and I reckon that’s what I have tried to do” (278). He has regarded his job 

as compensation for the sin that he has committed in the past; by serving the community of 

Terrell County as a sheriff, he has thought that he would be able to “start over.” But the very fact 

that he has to make a confession to the uncle, even just to “hear it [him]self” (279), suggests that 

he, again like Moss, has failed to distance himself from the painful memory. His failure to save 

Moss in time in the present is for him a repetition of the act of abandoning his fellow soldiers in 

the army. By trying to make up for the past, he is forced to repeat the past, which always returns, 

refusing to be repressed. He is trapped in an endless cycle of guilt and powerlessness. Despite the 

novel’s title, the old sheriff becomes the only principal character, besides Chigurh, that survives 

the destructive events in the present. He has to suffer from survivor’s guilt for the second time. 

This is probably the reason why he has to make confession again in his italicized monologues, 

this time to some unidentified listener and the reader of the novel. Bell is the last in the series of 

hunters in the narrative, with no one coming after him; still, he is and will continue to be hunted 

and haunted by his memory.

Although the sheriff knows well that Moss’s death is equivalent to the death of his fellow 

soldiers in the war, the novel connects Bell’s past and present in another way and implies that he 

is more responsible for Moss’s death than he is aware of. In his confession to Ellis, Bell tells how 
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he and his soldiers were bombed by the Germans:

We was in a forward position monitorin radio signals and we was holed up in 

a farmhouse. . . . Somewhere about the middle of the second day the radio 

operator had took his headset off and he said: Listen. Well, we did. When 

somebody said listen you listened. And we didnt hear nothin. And I said: What is 

it? And he said: Nothin.

I said What the hell are you talkin about, nothin? What did you hear? And he 

said: I mean you cant hear nothin. Listen. And he was right. There was not a 

sound nowheres. . . . And that was about the last thing I remember. (274)

Radio communication became an important military technology in the twentieth century. Bell 

and his comrades have probably been using it to receive information from and send it to other 

Allied troops and to intercept the signals transmitted among the enemies. Here the sudden 

disappearance of the signals and the aural void in which they can hear “nothin” prefigure the 

fatal moment of destruction that soon arrives. This strange episode from the past is repeated in 

the present when Carla Jean calls Bell at his home to tell him about the whereabouts of her 

husband. She asks him whether he can promise that “no harm will come” to Moss if she tells him 

where her husband has called from, and Bell answers, “I can give my word that no harm will 

come to him from me” (214). But harm comes from somewhere else. After inserting a section 

break, the narrator reveals that their phone call has been tapped by anonymous manhunters: “The 

man sitting at the little plywood table that folded up from the wall onto a hinged leg finished 

writing on the pad of paper and took off the headset and laid it on the table in front of him and 

passed both hands backwards over the sides of his black hair” (214). The unnamed man’s gesture 
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of taking off “the headset” corresponds to that of “the radio operator” in Bell’s story. By 

intercepting the information sent in signals from Moss to Carla Jean, and then from Carla Jean to 

Bell, the killers locate the presence of their prey. The fatal phone call, eventually leading to 

Moss’s death and then to Bell’s decision to resign from the sheriff’s position, becomes another 

instance of Bell’s unwitting repetition of his experience during the war. The two episodes of 

absent or disoriented signals travel across spatial and temporal distances and connect the 

European theater of operations in the past and the U.S.-Mexico borderlands in the present. 

Tracking the invisible signals, the past surreptitiously catches up with the sheriff.

In The Telephone Book, Avital Ronell writes, “The telephone has always been inhabited 

by the rhetoric of the departed” (438n). The disembodied voice transmitted through telephony 

evokes the presence and absence of the person on the other end of the phone; he or she exists 

only as a dislocated voice that arrives from some invisible place. The voice becomes the trace of 

a ghostly presence, an entity who is and is not there at the same time. Like radio, television, or 

film, telephony can transform presence into absence, the living into the dead, as can be seen in 

the consequence of Bell’s phone call.15 But by overcoming spatial and temporal distances, it can 

also call absence into being, the dead into the living, or the past into the present. This association 

of the telephone with the absent concerns the ambivalent nature of Bell’s relationship with the 

past and the dead. The past certainly continues to haunt and torment him, but it also sustains his 

life in the present. In one of the monologues, he says that “the dead have more claims on you 

15. The telephone also plays an important role in the Coens’ film. Chigurh’s use of the 
Mosses’ telephone bill has already been mentioned. In addition, when Moss calls someone—
whether that person is an automotive salesman named Roberto, the front clerk at the Eagle Pass 
hotel, or Wells—the person at the other end of the line is absent or already dead. The only 
successful phone call that he has is the one with his wife near the film’s end, but this becomes the 
last time they can talk with each other. The telephone is associated with absence and death.
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than what you might want to admit or even what you might know about and them claims can be 

very strong indeed. Very strong indeed. You get the feelin they just dont want to turn loose” (124). 

The departed refuse to depart from the world, just as the past refuses to stop haunting the present. 

His remark about the dead applies not only to the memory of the fellow soldiers killed during the 

war, but also to the one of his dead daughter and father, about whom he is reluctant to talk at 

first: regarding the father Bell only mentions that he “was not a lawman”; then he adds, “We lost 

a girl but I wont talk about that” (90). Contradicting himself, however, later he begins to talk 

about them. He confesses that the dead daughter has become an important companion in his old 

age: “I talk to my daughter. She would be thirty now. . . . I know that over the years I have give 

her the heart I always wanted for myself and that’s all right. . . . I listen to what she says and 

what she says makes good sense. I wish she’d say more of it. I can use all the help I can 

get” (285). The dead girl and her disembodied voice have become his “heart,” his conscience. 

Every time he talks to her in his mind, he calls her into being, as if placing a call to the land of 

the dead. The past and the dead revive in the present. The same can be said about the two dreams 

about the father that he tells at the end of both the novel and the film, dreams in which the father 

returns to the son as a disembodied image, as if in an old film. His gradual willingness to talk 

about the dead is a sign of his acceptance of the repressed memory of the past. Through his 

confession to Ellis, and through his italicized monologues directed to some unknown listener or 

perhaps to himself, Bell learns how to live with his memory. All the “signs and wonders” that he 

encounters in the present make him wonder how the world has come to be the way it is (295), but 

they also tell him that nothing has changed, that the past continues to live in the present. Like the 

land itself, the memory, too, functions as a palimpsest.
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In contrast to Moss and Bell, Chigurh does not seem to be haunted by any memory of the 

past; rather, he is the one that haunts the novel’s narrative space. A master tracker and 

cartographer, the villain, as Stephen Tatum puts it, “is always arriving somewhere, the temporal 

duration of the journey compressed or entirely elided in McCarthy’s screenplay-like 

narration” (89; emphasis in orig.). Suddenly appearing from and disappearing into nowhere, 

returning to the scenes of crime to accomplish unfinished business, this spectral character is 

certainly “out there” but cannot be located in any place (McCarthy, No Country 248). In this 

respect, he functions in the same way as the other characters’ traumatic memory of the past does. 

Tracking every trace that he can find, he always returns, perpetually on the way to hunt someone. 

Chigurh himself is a man without a past.16 And unlike when it describes Moss or Bell, the 

narrator’s language becomes like a camera’s eye when it deals with this character, keeping his 

inner thought opaque for the most past. The invisibility of his past and mind is a part of the 

grounds of his apparent invincibility. Protected and made impenetrable by such characterization, 

Chigurh not only forces Moss and Bell to face their past through his inexorable chase and cold-

blooded violence; he also fashions himself as an agent of the past. This is most apparent in the 

coin toss scenes. When the owner of a gas station rightly claims that he needs to “know what it is 

we’re callin here,” Chigurh says that the owner has “been putting it up your whole life,” and that 

16. Many interpretations of the villain’s last name have been proposed with varying 
degrees of persuasiveness. See, for example, Bachman 362; Cant, “Silent Sheriff” 95; Mellen 26; 
and Saldaña-Portillo 81. The proliferation of these interpretations itself attests to the ungraspable 
nature of this linguistic sign. Since it is hard to imagine any language in which the word Chigurh 
can sit comfortably, what is at least clear is that the name cannot be located (Butler 34; Pye 5). It 
is atopical, unmappable. The impossibility of locating the name means that his origin and, by 
extension, his past as a whole are opaque. Some critics assume that Chigurh, too, has been in 
Vietnam (Mellen 24; Spoden 79), but neither the novel nor the film provides evidence to support 
this claim.
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Chigurh and the coin have traveled many years to arrive at the gas station (56). He continues to 

expand on his fatalistic view of life: “Anything can be an instrument, Chigurh said. Small things. 

Things you wouldnt even notice. They pass from hand to hand. People dont pay any attention. 

And then one day there’s an accounting” (57). The same idea is repeated in similar scenes with 

Wells, his ex-partner in crime, and Carla Jean, his last victim in the narrative. The main point of 

his remark is that one’s past always catches up with oneself for “an accounting,” a point that the 

narrative as a whole seems to confirm. And he claims that the coin and himself are only agents of 

the past and fate. His identification with the past, his self-characterization as an accountant of 

fate, makes him a formidable hunter; at the same time, he displaces and escapes from his own 

responsibility and accountability by regarding himself just as “an instrument” of something else.

But this is just a self-fashioning. If what he says is true, he himself cannot escape from 

the consequences of his own acts; the accountant himself can be held accountable. As if to 

emphasize this point, he gradually becomes penetrable and vulnerable as the narrative 

progresses. The narrator describes his inner thought at some rare moments in the second half of 

the novel (171, 198, 203). Chigurh also gets hurt and bleeds when shot by Moss during the 

shootout in Eagle Pass. Most importantly, his car is hit by another vehicle just after he kills Carla 

Jean: “The car that hit Chigurh in the intersection three blocks from the house was a ten year old 

Buick that had run a stopsign. There were no skidmarks at the site and the vehicle had made no 

attempt to brake” (260). Chigurh could not foresee that the two cars would cross paths with each 

other at this crossing at this point in time, that another car would ignore the “stopsign” just as he 

enters the intersection. The Coens’ film further strengthens the irony of this event and Chigurh’s 

blindness by setting the corresponding scene in broad daylight—not in the night as in the 
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novel—when he should be able to see more clearly. Whether the event is a result of chance or of 

fate does not matter much. If he had not gone to Carla Jean’s house and spent the time he did in 

killing her, the accident would not have taken place (Robinson 108). Employing Chigurh’s own 

logic, it can also be said, as Alexander L. Barron aptly puts it, that “the Buick has been traveling 

ten years to get to Chigurh. And now it’s here” (24). Although he disappears somewhere after the 

accident, this scene makes it clear that he is not invincible. He, too, has to face the consequences 

of the path that he has followed. In an allusion to Mark Twain’s novel that does not exist in 

McCarthy’s novel, one of Chigurh’s victims in the film (Richard Jackson) asks him whether he is 

“[j]ust lightin’ out for the territories”; emphasizing the allusion, the man continues, “Brother, I 

been there.” But like the hitchhiker girl in the novel, and like the other characters in the narrative, 

he has no safety zone in the borderlands. Appearing and returning out of nowhere, the past can 

hunt and haunt even the apparently invincible manhunter. Of all the many hunters in No Country, 

the most relentless cartographer therefore turns out to be the past itself.

The narrative space of No Country is thus haunted by what is absent and unmappable. 

Whether chasing after someone or a possibility of a way out of one’s present existence, the 

characters can get a glimpse of the absent only by snatches, through its visible and invisible 

traces. These traces always fail to lead the hunters to the object itself. But like the open-ended 

lines in The Crossing, the impossibility of the hunt is exactly what makes this narrative possible, 

allowing it to unfold itself in the enclosed hunting ground of the contemporary U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands. While the novel confines the narrative space with its emphasis on the characters’ 

psychological entrapment by the past, the Coens’ narrative incarcerates the hunters in a cinematic 

labyrinth of mirroring and reflections from which there is no way out. Although their emphases 
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and methods of representation are different, the two versions of No Country complement each 

other and together construct a multi-layered narrative map that is full of signs and signals of what 

is not there.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“We’re Always a Long Way from Home”:

Mapping the Uncanny Borderlands in The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada

Queequeg was a native of Kokovoko, an island far away to 
the West and South. It is not down in any map; true places 
never are.
                                            ―Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

Billy Parham’s journey with the corpse of his brother in Cormac McCarthy’s The 

Crossing and the three hunters’ chase for what remains off the map in No Country for Old Men 

pave the way for a reading of The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (2005), the first 

theatrical feature film directed by Tommy Lee Jones. The word estrada means road in Spanish. 

As this last name of the eponymous character implies, The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada 

is a road movie that traces a journey in search of a lost home. Jones’s cartographic narrative 

demands multiple points of view from the spectator at more than one level. The film on the 

surface tells a straightforward story that travels from one place to another. Having crossed the 

border north to Texas in order to find a job and a place to live, the Mexican worker now has to 

set out on a southward journey posthumously, in order to die properly, to be buried in a proper 

place. For the Border Patrol agent who has killed Melquiades, the journey offers an opportunity 

of spiritual growth that seems to reach a moment of redemption at the end; in making him grow 

up to be a better man, the story traces the linear trajectory typical of a Bildungsroman. But at the 

same time this film constructs an uncanny narrative space. It is uncanny in its constant doubling 

of characters, scenes, and places; the narrative often forces the characters to change places with 
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one another. It is uncanny because the film, in its structure and narrative, crosses not only the 

border between the U.S. and Mexico but also the ones between the present and the past, presence 

and absence, life and death, placement and alienation, home and homelessness, and the familiar 

and the strange. And it is uncanny because of the film’s enigmatic ending that calls for a double 

reading and thereby refuses to be fixed, placed, and put to rest. The final scene’s 

problematization of the relationship between actual and fictional topographies destabilizes the 

interpretation of the preceding narrative and forms a kind of hermeneutic circle. Stories can 

evoke and construct space and place, but space and place also generate the meaning of stories. 

Through its story of a strange journey in search of a true home, this film embodies the dynamic 

interrelation between topography and cinematography. 

Although Melquiades Estrada has an episodic structure typical of road movies, the 

journey itself begins about fifty minutes into the film. The entire narrative can be divided into 

two parts at its middle, each part pivoting on some kind of mystery and addressing actual issues 

surrounding a land divided by an artificial border.1 Set in the vicinities of Van Horn, Texas, a 

place that serves as permanent or temporary home for most of the principal characters, the first 

part weaves its story around the death of an undocumented immigrant. The film begins when two 

middle-aged men find a coyote eating the corpse of a Mexican ranch laborer named Melquiades 

1. One of the actual incidents that inspired the film’s story is the death of Esequiel 
Hernández, Jr. at the hands of U.S. marines in Redford, Texas in 1997 (Guerrasio 34); Hernández 
was tending goats at the time of the shooting. The marines, on the lookout for drug traffickers, 
shot and killed the eighteen-year-old student but were not indicted. And according to Adrián 
Félix, the posthumous repatriation of deceased Mexican migrants has also become an important 
issue that concerns the governments of both Mexico and the U.S.: “Because a return in life is 
uncertain, the desire for a posthumous return to the community of origin is a recurring theme in 
the collective memories, everyday exchanges, and cultural production of rural Mexican 
migrants” (160).
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Estrada (Julio César Cedillo); a Border Patrol agent, Mike Norton (Barry Pepper), has 

accidentally shot Melquiades and hastily buried him to hide his own involvement and 

responsibility. The discovery of the body leads to a more or less familiar whodunnit type of 

narrative development. Exasperated at the corruption of the local sheriff’s department and the 

Border Patrol, Melquiades’s friend, a ranch foreman named Pete Perkins (Tommy Lee Jones), 

assumes the role of an amateur detective and solves the twice-buried mystery of the Mexican’s 

death with the help of his lover-friend, Rachel (Melissa Leo). The second part consists of the 

journey of Pete, Mike, and Melquiades’s body from West Texas to Coahuila, Mexico. The 

journey is Pete’s attempt both to fulfill a promise that he has made to Melquiades and to make 

Mike pay for the act that has robbed Melquiades of his life; the latter objective is a kind of 

vigilante justice in defiance of a legal system not functioning properly, a theme that has been 

repeated in many Westerns. As they move southward through the desert, mountains, towns, and 

houses in the borderlands, and as they approach the end of their journey, there emerges a 

possibility that Jiménez, a place that Melquiades has told Pete is his hometown, might not exist 

at all; the dead man’s journey from his temporary home to his original home begins to take a 

strange turn. Despite Pete’s claim that a ruined ghost town that he and Mike find at the end of the 

road is Melquiades’s home, the film does not clarify whether Jiménez is a real place, whether the 

journey has reached its proper end. The place, in short, turns out to be unmappable, and the 

ending leaves Melquiades and his two mourners at home and without home at the same time. The 

whole narrative thus begins with a solvable mystery of a man’s death and ends with an 

unsolvable mystery concerning a place.

The film’s shift from a story of detection to a road narrative is also accompanied by a 
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change in the mode of cinematic narration. The first part is told in non-chronological order, in 

fragmented scenes and images that move back and forth in both time and space. This is a style 

characteristic of Guillermo Arriaga’s screenplay writing.2 A flashback sequence is occasionally 

inserted as a character’s subjective memory of the past that is triggered by something observed in 

the present. The shortest but most notable example can be seen in a brief scene set in the parking 

lot of a shopping mall in Odessa. As Lou Ann Norton (January Jones) walks away toward the 

entrance of the mall, a medium shot shows Mike, framed by the window, sitting in the driver’s 

seat of their vehicle and looking at his wife. The film cuts to a long point-of-view shot of Lou 

Ann’s figure from Mike’s perspective. She swings her handbag and does not look back, irritated 

at her husband’s refusal to accompany her inside. At the center of the screen is the brilliant red 

color of her short skirt, which is soon hidden by a passing orange vehicle that cuts across the 

screen, obstructs Mike’s view, and severs the two characters from each other. Just at this 

moment, as the sound of the passing car continues, a flashback shows Melquiades’s body lying 

on the ground, with Mike kneeling beside the corpse and looking at his own bloody hands; near 

the center of the screen is the bright red of Melquiades’s blood. The film goes back to Mike’s 

point-of-view shot and then to a close-up of his face and red, teary eyes. The editing of this brief 

2. Similar fragmentary styles are used in his well-known collaborations with Alejandro 
González Iñárritu: Amores perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003), and Babel (2006). While Amores 
perros and 21 Grams, like Melquiades Estrada, weave the stories from and around someone’s 
death, a part of Babel is set in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Babal also presents a variation on 
Mike’s shooting of Melquiades in a scene where a sexually frustrated boy from a Moroccan 
family of goatherds shoots at a tourist bus with a rifle. This is in a sense a reversal of what 
happens in Jones’s film. In addition, A Sweet Scent of Death (1994), one of Arriaga’s novels, has 
many elements in common with Melquiades Estrada: a story that begins with the discovery of a 
corpse, corrupt legal authorities refusing to investigate a case, a blind man listening to a 
Walkman, photographs as traces of the past, and the “imaginary past” turning into “reality” (41). 
Also, a minor character named Melquiades Estrada appears in this novel (11, 42).
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sequence captures the strong emotional alienation of Mike from his wife caused by the memory 

of a past event that he cannot share with her. With the insertion of a fragment of the past, the 

widening physical distance between the two is turned into a sign of a more fundamental distance, 

and the mundane space of the parking lot becomes the stage for a powerful moment of 

estrangement. This is an obvious instance of subjective flashback in the film. But in some cases 

the past seems to intrude into the present randomly without any logical connection, and in others 

it is difficult to determine whether the inserted fragment is someone’s subjective memory or an 

objective presentation of the past.

This fragmentary arrangement of the narrative in the first half, like Leslie Marmon 

Silko’s method of narration in Almanac of the Dead, has several functions at the same time. First, 

it necessitates the viewer’s active interpretation. Just as Pete has to reconstruct the situation 

surrounding Melquiades’s death from what he finds, the film’s spectator has to piece together the 

separate spaces being shown and plot out the temporal fragments on a timeline. Like Pete’s 

amateur detective work, the viewer’s task is not an impossible one in this case, since almost all 

the necessary evidence is there. Second, as can be seen in Mike’s alienation from his wife, it 

embodies the fragmentary nature of interpersonal relationships or “a society that lacks any 

cohesiveness” (Pye 3). The film repeatedly emphasizes that visible or invisible borders, besides 

the international border itself, run through the small-town community around Van Horn. A 

person or a place that has been near and familiar can suddenly turn out to be distant and strange. 

Third, the juxtaposition of the present and the past foregrounds the enduring presence of the past 

in the present, how the past comes back to haunt the present. This is clearly the case with Mike’s 

suffering from guilt and is more generally thematized throughout the narrative by the central 
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presence of Melquiades’s corpse. Buried and disinterred again and again, his body is an absent 

presence or a present absence that returns to call on others to act, in Avery F. Gordon’s words, 

“out of a ‘will to heal,’ or out of a concern for justice” (58; emphasis in orig.). In the process, he 

makes others face the meaning of home or what it is like to be without a home. And finally, 

related to the third point, the fractured narrative also enables the viewer to see things from 

multiple points of view at the same time. This is most apparent in the separate sequences that 

gradually construct the truth about the shooting incident and the first burial of Melquiades. There 

is always something missing and absent from what is observed from a single point of view. Also, 

the film shows a similar pattern in the confrontation between two competing stories about 

Melquiades’s death: the sheriff’s official story and the one gradually reconstructed by Pete and 

his friends. Although Pete wins out over the sheriff here, the rest of the film will put him to the 

test once again. All of these functions of the fragmented structure contribute to the uncanny 

nature of the film’s narrative space.

With the beginning of the journey—a transition marked by the pastel-colored bilingual 

intertitle, “THE JOURNEY / EL VIAJE”—the use of flashbacks becomes suppressed. The film’s 

second part progresses in a linear, chronological manner and traces the trajectory of the journey 

with its beginning, middle, and end. As Lee Clark Mitchell remarks, only after Pete “seizes 

control of these disparate scenes does the narrative begin to coalesce . . . into a familiar 

chronological flow, as if the prospect of viable narrative all of a sudden mysteriously 

appeared” (“Is” 446). Departing from Melquiades’s temporary dwelling in West Texas, the two 

men and the corpse cross the Rio Grande south into Chihuahua and then enter Coahuila in search 

of a placed called Jiménez. Despite this stark contrast in the mode of narration, however, the first 
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part’s fractured structure with its multiple perspectives in fact continues in the apparently linear 

form of its sequel. The simultaneous presence and absence of Melquiades and the unmappable 

nature of his alleged home lead to multiple possibilities for imagining his past—or rather, the 

impossibility of reconstructing the true story of his life, which amounts to the same thing. While 

the ostentatiously fragmentary pieces at the beginning converge in the story’s passage from 

mystery to solution, the seemingly coherent progress in the second half falls apart and diverges 

into mutually contradictory paths at the end, plunging the entire narrative into incoherence. In 

this sense, the film’s two parts are mirror images of each other. The form of the first half, which 

itself embodies the problem of the reconstruction of the past, comes back in its sequel as another 

issue of reading and interpreting the eponymous character’s past. Like Melquiades’s body, what 

has been hidden returns to reveal itself.

Borders, including the one between Mexico and the U.S., are lines of artificial political 

demarcation that separate one country from another, but they also constitute around them a 

contact zone where one country meets and abuts against another, where the familiar encounters, 

clashes with, or merges into the strange. Borderlands therefore have a possibility of becoming a 

space of the uncanny: “Uncanniness entails,” Nicholas Royle remarks, “a sense of uncertainty 

and suspense, how ever momentary and unstable. As such it is often to be associated with an 

experience of the threshold, liminality, margins, borders, frontiers” (vii). The concept of the 

uncanny is often associated with the name of Sigmund Freud, but it was explored prior to him by 

the German psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch in his 1906 essay titled “On the Psychology of the 

Uncanny.” In this essay, admitting the difficulty of defining the concept (unheimlich) and 

focusing instead on investigating how the sense of uncanniness is caused, Jentsch argues that the 
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feeling of the uncanny emerges when someone encounters a thing or an event that seems to be 

“foreign,” “new,” or “unusual” and thereby causes “a lack of orientation” or “a particular feeling 

of uncertainty” (8, 9; italics in orig.). One is in the grip of the uncanny when one faces something 

so strange and unfamiliar that one is at a loss what to do with it or how to understand it. Jentsch 

goes on to claim that uncanniness particularly pertains to the threshold between life and death, 

for it arises when there is “doubt as to whether an apparently living being is animate” or “doubt 

as to whether a lifeless object may not in fact be animate”; the uncanniness of “a dead body,” 

according to him, has also much to do with “thoughts of latent animatedness” that “always lie so 

close” to it (11, 15; italics removed from orig.). Freud, on the other hand, quotes and then 

dismisses Jentsch’s argument as unsatisfactory in his essay on “The Uncanny” (1919). Freud’s 

explanation concentrates on the connection between this psychological concept and his own 

theories of repression and return. Quoting the words of Friedrich Schelling, yet another precursor 

on the topic of the uncanny, Freud states that “the term ‘uncanny’ (unheimlich) applies to 

everything that was intended to remain secret, hidden away, and has come into the open” (132). 

Later in the essay, he lists examples of the uncanny, including “the idea of the ‘double’ (the 

Doppelgänger),” “the repetition of the same thing,” “anything to do with death, dead bodies, 

revenents, spirits and ghosts,” and the blurring of “the boundary between fantasy and 

reality” (141, 143, 148, 150). All of these, for Freud at least, can be explained away by the return 

of the repressed, whether it concerns childhood memories that have been repressed in the course 

of individual development or the primitive view of the universe that has been surmounted in the 

course of human history (155). Although both Jentsch and Freud build their theories on the 

dynamic relationship between the homely and the unhomely, between the familiar and the 
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strange, Freud is eager to differentiate his own theory from his precursor’s: “What Freud 

particularly wants to do is refute Jentsch’s argument that the uncanny has to do with a sense of 

‘intellectual uncertainty’” (Royle 40).3 Yet Freud’s essay, particularly his extended linguistic 

analysis of the German words heimlich and unheimlich, in fact has a lot to do with ambivalence 

and “intellectual uncertainty” in emphasizing that the unhomely already inheres in the homely, 

that the familiar can turn into the strange at any moment.4 And Melquiades Estrada—a border 

narrative that begins with a body that “was intended to remain secret, hidden away, and has come 

into the open” and ends with a moment of “intellectual uncertainty”—contains almost all of the 

examples raised by Jentsch and Freud in their examinations of the uncanny.

Jones’s film also addresses the political and ethical dimensions of the uncanny. Freud’s 

essay itself, published in the year when World War I ended, cannot be separated from the 

historical context and the general atmosphere of anxiety in which it was conceived (Royle 91-92; 

Vidler 7). The traumatic experience of the war cast doubt on the meanings of progress and 

civilization and revealed that regression, destruction, and death can come to threaten the 

apparently smooth surface of everyday life at any moment. The war unveiled the fragility of “the 

territorial security” and of “the entire ‘homeland’ of Europe” (Vidler 7). Anthony Vidler’s 

wording resonates with the U.S. in the twenty-first century, where homeland security has become 

one of the keywords of the nation’s politics in the wake of the terrorist attacks in 2001. The series 

of events after September 11 have also had a tremendous influence on the intensified 

3. Royle considers this relationship to be Freud’s anxiety of influence directed against his 
precursor, a case of Freud’s own repression or “premature burial” of Jentsch (149).

4. “Heimlich thus becomes increasingly ambivalent, until it finally merges with its 
antonym unheimlich. The uncanny (das Unheimlich, ‘the unhomely’) is in some way a species of 
the familiar (das Heimlich, ‘the homely’)” (Freud, “Uncanny” 134).
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surveillance along the U.S.’s southern border, an attempt to draw a clear line of demarcation, in a 

sense, between the homely and the unhomely. This is the context in which Melquiades Estrada 

was conceived. The concept of the uncanny therefore continues to be relevant in the 

contemporary world of global migration: “Estrangement and unhomeliness,” Vidler writes, “have 

emerged as the intellectual watchwords of our century [that is, the twentieth century], given 

periodic material and political force by the resurgence of homelessness itself, a homelessness 

generated sometimes by war, sometimes by the unequal distribution of wealth” (9). This is the 

homelessness of Melquiades and people like him, a homelessness that some of those who do not 

doubt that they are comfortably at home, or those who think that their home is being threatened 

by immigrants who have left or lost their own home, try to repress and look away from. The first 

part of Melquiades Estrada is a topography of a small-town community that appears to be at 

home but is already estranged from itself. The film shows how the appearance and 

disappearance, the presence and absence, of a stranger within the community affect the 

seemingly mundane lives of the people around him and how he makes them see their home from 

an unexpected point of view.

The film begins with a view of the semiarid landscape in West Texas. Shooting from a 

high angle in a very long take, the camera slowly pans from right to left while the colorful 

opening credits appear on the screen. After a while, an open jeep is seen on a winding gravel 

road, and it slowly comes up in the direction of the camera, which arrests the panning movement 

for a moment and then moves down toward the ground to track the approaching vehicle with two 

men in it. By the time the driver puts on the brakes the camera is set near the ground, and what 

started as an extreme long shot of the landscape now ends as a medium two-shot. The man in the 
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passenger seat takes up his binoculars and looks in the direction of screen left. Next comes a 

point-of-view shot of what he observes, a coyote eating something in the ground. After a brief 

discussion, the driver decides to shoot the coyote with his rifle and kills it with one shot. What 

they find afterwards is not only “a dead son of a bitch,” as the driver calls the coyote, but also a 

dead stranger who later turns out to be Melquiades Estrada. Something that should have 

remained a secret has now come into the open. The sequence ends with a low-angle view of the 

two men from the ground, as if to replicate the gaze of the coyote or of Melquiades.

This opening scene is interesting in two interrelated respects. The first is that, as Brent 

Strang points out, it introduces “the central trope of in/visibility” and “the problem of seeing 

rightly” (236). The camera discovers the two men who discover the coyote that has discovered 

Melquiades’s body. Also, the panoramic view of the landscape offered in the long take is 

implicitly continued as the man’s panoramic surveillance through his binoculars. These relays of 

seeing and detection and the coyote’s role as a mediator will be of more central importance in the 

sequences depicting Melquiades’s death. The other point concerns the identity of the two 

anonymous men. These characters, who stumble upon the decomposing body of a stranger, 

appear here as strangers themselves. They are not Border Patrol agents because they do not wear 

the agency’s dark green uniforms. Although they might be hunters passing by, their vehicle and 

camouflage clothing, as well as their readiness to shoot, suggest something militaristic about 

them. Even if they are not with the military, there is a possibility that they might be self-ordained 

vigilantes pretending to watch and guard the border against undocumented immigrants.5 Here it 

is necessary to put the story in its historical and political context. The precise timeframe of the 

5. For a brief firsthand description of the presence of armed vigilantes or those who call 
themselves Minutemen along the U.S.’s southern border, see Casey and Watkins 41-42, 90.
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film’s narrative is not clear, but it probably takes place sometime in 2004. This can be surmised 

from the fact that the copy of the adult magazine that Mike takes out for masturbation in two 

later scenes is the April 2004 issue of Hustler, the cover of which shows the title of an article: 

“THE TRUTH ABOUT IRAQ: IN OUR TROOPS’ OWN WORDS.” In another scene, where 

Melquiades is buried for the second time, the gravedigger who operates a power shovel wears a 

cap that says, “WE SUPPORT OUR TROOPS,” a slogan widely used in the U.S. during the Iraq 

War. These details give a specific historical framework to a narrative that otherwise, in Jones’s 

own words, “becomes more and more mythical” and therefore timeless as it unfolds (qtd. in 

Guerrasio 37). However distant it might seem to be, the Iraq War is there to be seen. The film is 

set in the age of the war on terror, homeland security, and domestic and global surveillance. The 

binoculars of the unnamed man are a sign of a time when people are divided into the watcher and 

the watched, the familiar and the suspicious.6

The opening pan shot therefore not only establishes a setting for the subsequent narrative. 

It surveys and maps the land of intensive surveillance. Analyzing the relationships between 

cinematography and cartography, Teresa Castro argues that the pan shot is a descendant of 

nineteenth-century panoramas, and that the comprehensive gaze offered by panoramic views 

cannot be separated from societies of panoptic surveillance and “the feeling of visual control and 

mastery over space” (11-12). Visual control over space is exactly what agencies like the Border 

Patrol would desire to maintain with their countless agents and expensive devices of detection. 

The reason the camera stops its horizontal movement and begins to track the jeep in the opening 

6. Todd Miller says that “the domestic surveillance regime the country is now 
experiencing as a whole, more and more, has long been the experience of people in the U.S.-
Mexico borderlands. . . . And we are now becoming a country of those who watch and those who 
are watched, of those who are police and those who are accused of being thieves” (284).
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shot now becomes clear: it has detected something suspicious, two Anglo-American males in 

camouflage clothing in this case. Functioning like a video surveillance system and then 

transforming the watcher into the watched, Jones’s camera returns and subverts the gaze of 

power by mimicking it. The effect becomes stronger when the final shot of the scene approaches 

the low-angle perspective of the coyote or the dead Melquiades looking up at the two men. Such 

subversion of the gaze of power is repeated later when Mike surveys the landscape with his 

binoculars at a location close to where the two men will discover Melquiades’s body with their 

binoculars. Lowering his binoculars and perusing his pornographic magazine, Mike is soon 

surprised by Melquiades’s shots fired at a coyote; despite his optical device, he sees nothing. The 

film adds a further ironic twist when another Border Patrol agent, Captain Gomez (Mel 

Rodriguez), says about their heat-seeking radar, “It don’t work.” This time the mechanical eye 

turns out to be useless. Considering these additional examples, it is possible to regard the film’s 

juxtaposition of explicit and implicit perspectives in the opening scene as pointing at the 

impossibility of absolute surveillance, of dividing the strange from the familiar with a clear 

borderline. It aptly marks the beginning of a story set in the uncanny borderlands.

The community around Van Horn initially functions differently to its locals and those 

who are new to the place. While people like Pete, Rachel, and the local sheriff Frank Belmont 

(Dwight Yoakam) seem to be more or less at home, the Nortons, like Melquiades, are strangers 

displaced from their home. Originally from Cincinnati, Ohio, Mike says to a salesman of trailer 

homes (Rodger Boyce) in an early scene, “We’re always a long way from home.” But while 

Melquiades soon begins to work at a ranch as a cowboy, settles down in an old but non-mobile 

home, and finds a true friend in his coworker Pete, the Nortons remain out of place in the small 
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town. Like Thalia or Anarene in The Last Picture Show, it becomes a depressing place of 

confinement, especially for Lou Ann. Away from home—where, she says to Rachel, there are 

“lots of malls” and she and her husband used to be “real popular in high school”—the life in their 

mobile home in the Sierra Diablo Court leaves her frustrated. She complains to Mike, “I get real 

bored here.” When Mike asks her whether she has made friends with the neighbors, her answer is 

“No, I don’t like them.” As she utters these words and looks across the street, an eccentric 

neighbor (Karen Jones), whose only companion seems to be her dog, looks back at her from the 

other side. The Nortons are not only distanced from their neighbors but also from each other, as 

has been observed in the shopping mall scene. While Mike sits in a single reclining chair and 

watches a large television in the living room of their trailer, Lou Ann watches cartoons or soap 

operas on a small television in the kitchen with a dining area. A copy of the Soap Opera Digest 

magazine placed behind her television suggests that the soap opera, besides visits to Rachel’s 

café and occasional excursions to the shopping mall in Odessa, is now one of her regular means 

of escape from the depressing reality of her own life. Even the fictional world of melodramatic 

soap operas, however, becomes a cruel double or mirror image of her life when her overly virile 

and self-centered husband mounts her from behind while the small television shows a scene of 

domestic discord between a fictional couple, Mary (Jourdan Henderson) and Johnny (Spike 

Spencer). As if to comment on Mike’s act, Johnny says exasperatedly, “This is ridiculous. . . . It’s 

always the same. Always the same.” Johnny’s disillusionment with the futile repetitiveness of 

everyday life is answered by Mary’s evocation of her nostalgic memory of their lost home: 

“Don’t you remember when we were living in River Valley?” Her words will not fail to remind 

Lou Ann of her own home in the Ohio River Valley. Cincinnati reappears in a later scene in 
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which Pete kidnaps Mike from the trailer. Tied by Pete to Mike’s reclining chair, Lou Ann is 

forced to watch the images of her home state and listen to the weather forecaster commenting on 

the “rain coming through Cincinnati.” The televised images of the distant home prepare for her 

eventual trip back to her own “River Valley,” an escape both from the West Texas town and from 

the husband who she declares is “beyond redemption.”

The Nortons’ emotional alienation from each other is in a sense an epitome of other 

visible and invisible borders running through the community. The neighborhood where they live 

is marked by a profusion of wire fences with their diamond shapes that obstruct the view and 

divide the residents. The children in the neighborhood seem to be the only people that can mingle 

with one another. But one scene set in front of the Nortons’ trailer shows a boy throwing a stone 

at another and yelling, “You goddamn son of a bitch!” Later in the same location, while Pete sits 

in his car and waits for a chance to kidnap Mike, the children playing on the street have to stop 

their game and wait on both sides of the street for Mike’s Border Patrol vehicle to pass. A similar 

pattern can be observed in Rachel’s restaurant when two Border Patrol agents walk past between 

two boys and draw a physical dividing line between them. For a moment the boys have to stop 

their discussion as to whether Los Kumbia Kings are better musicians than the “pinche white-

boy candy (w)rapper” Eminem, a topic that itself concerns the difference between Anglo-

American and Mexican-American cultures. These choreographic moments of separation subtly 

demonstrate how the agency’s presence brings lines of division not only between the two 

countries but also within this U.S. community itself. Those who have been close and familiar can 

suddenly become distant and estranged.

The thin and permeable dividing line between familiarity and estrangement is further 
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emphasized by the film’s fragmentary arrangement of narrative, which has different effects for 

first-time viewers and those who come back to the film for the second time. For a viewer who 

does not yet know the relationships between the characters or the truth about Mike’s shooting of 

Melquiades, the order in which the film offers its narrative fragments can be experienced as a 

gradual process of clarification of these issues. But for someone who already knows the answers 

to these questions, some scenes function in a strange manner. A case in point is the first scene set 

in the Sands Restaurant, a local café operated by Rachel and her husband, Bob (Richard Jones), 

that serves as an important location where most of the principal characters cross paths with one 

another. This scene opens as Belmont enters the café and exchanges a somewhat meaningful look 

with Bob, who is looking out through the kitchen window into the dining space. Soon Rachel 

comes out from the kitchen. As she moves around and fills the customers’ coffee cups, the 

camera shows Lou Ann and her neighbor, the lady with the dog minus the dog, sitting at separate 

tables placed adjacent to each other; Lou Ann appears to give a brief sideways look at the 

neighbor. After Belmont’s lascivious behavior—an act observed by both Lou Ann and Bob—

suggests that there is something going on between him and Rachel, Pete enters, exchanges a brief 

look with Rachel, and then confronts Belmont with new evidence that might shed light on the 

mystery of Melquiades’s death. The corrupt sheriff, who will later prove to be impotent in more 

than one sense, ignores the empty shells that Pete has brought to him as evidence because, he 

says, he “got a legal system to think about here.” The scene, with its interesting series of 

exchanges of looks, stages the tangled relationships between these characters that will be 

clarified later in the film. What the first-time viewer can observe here for sure is the relational 

distance between Lou Ann and her neighbor and the existence of the extramarital relationship 
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between Rachel and Belmont. Considering that the event in this scene takes place after and not 

before Melquiades’s death, however, the second-time viewer might find it strange that here 

Rachel and Lou Ann, Lou Ann and Pete, and Pete and Rachel behave as if they were not familiar 

with each other when they should be, as if they were strangers when they are already friends. 

And although one shot briefly captures Rachel, Pete, and Belmont in the same frame, nothing 

here suggests that there is already a rivalry between the two men, that there is a parallel between 

Belmont’s extramarital relationship to Rachel and Pete’s to her, which are themselves illicit 

doublings of Bob’s marital relationship to the woman. Despite the abundance of lines of sight, 

there are many elements that remain invisible. 

Multiplying the close but distant relationship between Lou Ann and the dog lady, the 

various interpersonal connections that should be present are made strangely absent by the film’s 

deliberate separation of its syuzhet from its fabula. The same effect also occurs in the scene of 

Melquiades’s second burial, where Mike behaves indifferently and shows no remorse, and in the 

one of Pete’s kidnapping of Mike, where Pete and Lou Ann again act as if they do not know each 

other. These scenes, to borrow Mitchell’s words, “expose the stark chasm that lurks beneath the 

surface of relationships” (“Is” 449). The fractured narrative structure therefore not only functions 

as a narratological device that forces the viewer to watch actively; it exerts an actual and 

uncanny power of fragmentation on the entire communal space built upon fragile relationships. 

The form, in a sense, imposes itself upon the narrative space. It becomes indeterminable or 

intellectually uncertain whether the former represents the latter or whether the latter represents 

the former. Such circularity or mutual interdependence of narrative and space will be repeated 

later in a different manner.
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During her life in West Texas, where she feels displaced and cannot feel at home, a brief 

moment of happiness for Lou Ann arrives when she goes to Midland with Rachel, Melquiades, 

and Pete for a double date. The sequence adds Lou Ann’s extramarital relationship with 

Melquiades to the already entangled web of relationships among the characters. Repeating the 

pattern among Bob, Pete, and Belmont, Melquiades’s brief affair with her, whether sexual or 

platonic, turns him into a double of Mike as her partner; the killer and his victim remain 

strangers while the latter is alive, but the film builds a rivalry that is kept invisible to both of the 

parties concerned. As she arrives in front of a motel room with Melquiades, Lou Ann shows her 

active side that cannot be seen in her relationship with Mike: she inserts the key into the lock, 

opens the door, and takes Melquiades’s hand to invite him inside. The first thing that she 

suggests inside the room to ease their awkward nervousness, emphasized by two separate close-

ups of their faces, is to watch the television. While this is a suggestion characteristic of her, a 

little earlier the film has also shown Melquiades being strangely attracted by televisions 

displayed inside the window of an electronics shop; his fascination with the appliance that 

transforms the distant into the close can be regarded as a metaphorical expression of his longing 

for a distant home. After the close-ups a handheld shot continues to frame the two in a long take 

until the end of the sequence. They are soon put off and embarrassed by the pornographic movies 

that appear on the screen. Instead, they begin to dance to Flaco Jiménez’s “This Could Be the 

One” coming from the radio.7 As they hold each other and continue to turn in the narrow space 

7. Their dance will continue later, this time with Rachel and Pete, in a yard full of natural 
gas compressors. Emphasizing the importance of the “proportions of ‘Tex’ to ‘Mex’” in the 
film’s music, Claudia Gorbman comments on this scene: “when there is complete harmony of the 
Mexican and the American . . . , they dance to Freddy Fender’s bicultural classic, ‘Before the 
Next Teardrop Falls.’ . . . Cultural barriers have fallen” (210).
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inside the room, their faces appear alternately in front of the camera and mark a gradual change 

in their feelings. The handheld shot also gives a realistic touch to the shift of the characters’ 

relationship from an embarrassed distance to an emotional closeness. The linguistic barrier 

between them breaks down in silence, and the Mexican stranger whose language she does not 

understand becomes a person much closer to Lou Ann than her husband, from whom she has 

become more and more alienated. The familiar and the strange change places with each other, 

and Melquiades becomes a catalyst that changes Lou Ann’s life. Another striking element in this 

scene is the pasted wallpaper that functions as the stage backdrop for their dance.8 It shows a 

romantic view from the seaside at twilight, with a palm tree in the foreground and islands in the 

background. The frame of the shot has kept the wallpaper completely hidden from the viewer’s 

sight until Lou Ann has moved across the bed and, repeating her earlier gesture, offered her hand 

to Melquiades again. As the camera moves sideways, it captures a dramatic moment of transition 

from the unremarkable interior of the motel room illuminated by white lamps and fluorescent 

lights to the orange glow of the sunset. The view of the sea now occupies the entire frame and 

replaces the rest of the interior space, although the light coming in from outside the window 

tinges the edge of the wallpaper with blue and does not fail to point at the artificiality of the 

romantic backdrop. The photographed sea on the wallpaper plays a significant role here because 

it represents a space that is entirely opposite to the arid desert landscape of West Texas. It is 

infinitely distant and nowhere to be found. But for this very reason it can create a nowhere, an 

unmappable utopia that appears in the here and now and provides an escape, however brief and 

illusory it might be, from the stifling repetitiveness of everyday life. The mundane space of the 

8. In the DVD commentary track, Jones says that he had to go through ten catalogues 
before finding the right wallpaper.
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motel room is transformed into an artificial paradise. Again, the distant merges into the familiar, 

and the fictional takes the place of the real. This brief moment of happiness suggests that any 

place can become a special place that does not exist anywhere else.

While the motel scene provides Lou Ann with a moment of escape from her constant 

feeling of dislocation and alienation by showing how an apparent stranger can become familiar 

and close, the film also demonstrates the opposite phenomenon: someone who seems to be 

completely at home can suddenly become estranged from his or her place. This is the case with 

Belmont and Rachel. Motivated by his own personal antipathy toward Pete or just trying not to 

rock the boat, the racist sheriff, in collusion with the Border Patrol, is eager to bury the truth 

about Melquiades’s death with his official story that he was just “a wetback” who was killed by 

someone unknown. He is totally at ease with his life of corruption and does not seem to question 

it. But as Pete pesters him to investigate the case again and again, and as he somehow suffers 

from recurrent erectile dysfunction, he is gradually alienated from his current life and forced to 

face its meaninglessness. Belmont’s feeling of estrangement culminates in the scene where he 

tries to shoot at Pete, who is climbing up a pass, dragging Mike behind him. He takes careful aim 

with his rifle at Pete and places his forefinger at the trigger, but he suddenly hesitates, sighs, and 

lies on his back on the ground; he becomes impotent both as a man and as a sheriff. An inserted 

close-up of his face implies that something is troubling his mind. While answering a phone call 

from Rachel, he looks up at the sky, and a point-of-view shot shows a bird of prey slowly and 

freely gliding in the air. The lone bird offers an image of freedom that makes a striking contrast 

with his miserable existence. In the next scene where he and his deputy (Brent Smiga) appear, he 

deliberately makes their pickup truck slip and plunges it into a roadside ditch. This apparently 
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inexplicable act seems to suggest that Belmont, who has been calling Pete “crazy,” has gone 

“crazy” himself.9 And here he mutters a fatal question, “What am I doing here?” Later Rachel 

tells Pete that Belmont has gone on a vacation to SeaWorld, probably the one in San Antonio. It 

is a fabricated oasis in the middle of the desert and can be regarded as the sheriff’s version of the 

motel wallpaper depicting an artificial utopia by the sea—additionally, the theme park’s name 

might also be a pun that expresses Belmont’s intention to escape from his daily life and see the 

world. A similar event happens to Rachel later in the film, when she stands inside her restaurant 

and looks out through window blinds at Lou Ann getting on a bus probably back to Ohio. Her 

young friend, who has become her “regular customer,” is going away to become a stranger again. 

Rachel does not say anything, but Melissa Leo’s acting foregrounds her confined existence in the 

restaurant and in the small town. This sense is heightened in the next scene when she hangs up 

on Pete, who has called from Mexico and asked her to marry him. With Belmont also gone, all 

her friends are going to be strangers, and she, alone with Bob, is lost and left behind. These 

scenes show that both Belmont and Rachel are no longer at home in their hometown. They are 

irretrievably estranged from it. An existential abyss has opened up, and they are forced to look at 

their life from a different point of view, a cruel but perhaps necessary perspective that reveals the 

unhomely that has been kept hidden but now comes into the open amidst the homely.10

9. The sheriff’s refusal to shoot at Pete is repeated later by the latter when he takes aim at 
but decides not to shoot at Mike. Also, the fall of the sheriff’s vehicle into the ditch on its left is 
immediately preceded by a scene in which a white horse that follows Pete and Mike becomes 
suddenly deranged, slips to the right, and falls off a cliff. These instances of mirroring are 
another factor that emphasizes the doubling relationship between Pete and Belmont. The 
antagonists bear a curious resemblance to each other.

10. Here uncanniness becomes a basic condition of human existence, what Martin 
Heidegger calls “not-being-at-home” (182). According to Jim Kitses, Jones gave a copy of Albert 
Camus’s The Outsider (1942), also translated as The Stranger, to each of the actors (16). In The 
Myth of Sisyphus (1942), Camus, evoking the Heideggerian concept of anxiety, states as follows: 
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The sense of dislocation therefore not only prevails among the strangers in the 

community but assails its locals as well. Everyone turns out to be a long way from home. 

“Strangely,” Julia Kristeva remarks in Strangers to Ourselves, “the foreigner lives within us: he 

is the hidden face of our identity, the space that wrecks our abode, the time in which 

understanding and affinity founder” (1). Through the fragmentation of its narrative form and 

communal space, the repeated doubling of its characters, and the prevalent sense of alienation 

and estrangement, the film shows that this community is full of strangers who cannot feel at 

home in their home. The discovery of Melquiades’s body at the beginning, which is the return of 

what Mike has repressed, thus leads to the uncovering of what the already fragile community as 

a whole has repressed and tried not to notice. Strangeness already resides within one’s 

community and within one’s own self, whereas a stranger who comes from the other side might 

turn out to be closer to oneself than anybody else. The film’s representation of such a community 

becomes an implicit political and ethical commentary on the futility of the surveillance of the 

borderlands, an attempt that tries to distinguish the strange and suspicious from the familiar and 

homely. Like Silko’s novel, Jones’s film attempts a counter-mapping of the liminal space 

between the two countries, subverting the superfluous presence of power in the land of intensive 

surveillance. 

“Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or the factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, 
meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday according to the 
same rhythm—this path is easily followed most of the time. But one day the ‘why’ arises and 
everything begins in that weariness tinged with amazement. ‘Begins’—this is important. 
Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a mechanical life, but at the same time it inaugurates 
the impulse of consciousness” (12-13). The uncanny moment when what has been familiar 
suddenly becomes strange is then the ground from which one must begin. Through their 
interaction with Melquiades and Pete, both Belmont and Rachel seem to face such a moment of 
simultaneous ending and beginning.
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Not only does the film dislocate its characters, but it also visually disorients the spectator 

at at least two points in the narrative. Each of these moments might at first appear to be a 

continuity error, but their function is to disrupt the continuity of narrative space and, in 

combination with the more obvious fragmentation of the film’s fabula, make the viewer wonder 

where he or she is. The first instance occurs when a friend brings to Pete two empty shells that he 

has found where Melquiades was shot. The scene follows a flashback that has shown Pete’s 

memory of herding cattle with Melquiades, and Marco Beltrami’s pastoral music remains for a 

while and connects the flashback to a close-up of the face of Pete sitting at a table in his house. 

The two small windows behind him, which will later frame a beautiful landscape at twilight, are 

almost unnaturally black, perhaps displaying Pete’s mental state as well as the time of the day. 

After he opens his eyes and blinks, as if he has just woken up from a dream, the film cuts to a 

close-up of another man (Barry Tubb), apparently sitting face to face with Pete across the table. 

The shot/reverse shot pattern continues for a while, and each of their faces, seen squarely from 

the point of view of the other, fills the screen by turns. This common editing style is suddenly 

disrupted when the series of close-ups is followed by a long shot that shows the friend sitting on 

a chair placed in another room, not in the same room, on the other side of an open doorframe. 

The distance between the two men is revealed to be much longer than it seemed at first sight. 

Reproducing Pete’s point of view, the camera then tilts upward as his friend stands up, crosses 

the threshold, and approaches Pete to put some jerky and the shells on the table. This is a subtle 

but significant moment, considering its peculiar manner of representing space. The long shot 

makes it possible for the viewer to recognize the scene’s spatial configuration for the first time; it 

maps in a comprehensive space what has appeared only as localized fragments. In other words, 
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this surprising moment of recognition emphasizes how a correct understanding of the interior 

space requires a comprehensive perspective that serves as a whole in which the two sides can be 

located as its parts.11 At the same time, the shot dislocates the spectator and calls into question his 

or her prior perception of space. Since the close-ups have shown the two men’s faces from the 

same distance, the implication here is that the spectator has been placed, without knowing it, at 

the liminal space within the doorframe that connects the two rooms. The scene thus introduces 

the figure of the border into a domestic space and makes strange the ordinary convention of shot/

reverse shot editing. Or rather, since it always relies on the implicit presence of what is absent 

from the frame, the editing technique itself is revealed as a liminal experience between presence 

and absence. Jones’s editing for a moment transforms Pete’s house into a locus of the uncanny, 

an unhomely home.

This employment of estrangement as an aesthetic and epistemological device, which 

corresponds to the Russian formalist concept of ostranenie or defamiliarization, is repeated later 

when the film shows the first night of Pete and Mike’s journey.12 This scene is grotesque and 

unhomely from the beginning, with its literally grotto-like dark location and the central presence 

of Melquiades’s corpse. In the first shot, the camera slowly tilts upward and shows a left foot 

partially wrapped in a bandanna, a blanket covering a body, and then Mike’s face as he brings his 

handcuffed right hand to the nose. After he looks in the direction of screen right with a look of 

disgust on the face, a cut provides a broader view of the scene in a medium long two-shot with 

11. On the cartographic concepts of the localized and the comprehensive, see chapter 
four, above.

12. Touching on the relationship between the uncanny and the aesthetics of modernism, 
Vidler remarks that “the uncanny readily offered itself as an instrument of ‘defamiliarization’ or 
ostranenie; as if a world estranged and distanced from its own nature could only be recalled to 
itself by shock, by the effects of things deliberately ‘made strange’” (8). See also Royle 4-6.
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Mike on the left and Melquiades’s corpse on the right, both illuminated by the lambent light of a 

campfire. The first shot has an uncanny effect that gives rise to intellectual uncertainty or “doubt 

as to whether an apparently living being is animate” (Jentsch 11; italics removed from orig.). The 

pale, livid color of Mike’s left foot and his body clothed in Melquiades’s work shirt make it 

uncertain for a moment whether the body on the screen belongs to Mike or Melquiades, the 

living or the dead; this left foot will also face another danger of becoming dead and gangrenous 

later in the narrative in another grotto, where it is bitten by a rattlesnake. Like the one between 

Pete and the sheriff, the film has already established a doubling relationship between these two 

characters in some respects: their shared relationships with Lou Ann, Mike’s comical fall into 

Melquiades’s grave while disinterring the corpse, and Pete’s dressing of his captive in 

Melquiades’s clothes. Mike is, as it were, haunted by Melquiades, and their relationship implies 

that the living can easily change places with the dead. When the camera captures Mike’s face in 

the first shot and then juxtaposes the two bodies in the subsequent shot, the temporary 

disturbance of the boundary between life and death vanishes. But the scene soon introduces 

another moment of dislocation. When Mike covers his nose again and stumbles toward the 

camera to escape from the stench coming from the corpse, a click of the hammer of a pistol is 

heard, and Mike raises his head, directly looking into the camera. A cut shows Pete lying on the 

ground against a rock wall and pointing his gun slightly to the left of the camera, apparently at 

Mike. He asks his captive, “Where are you going?” The film returns to a medium shot of Mike, 

with Melquiades in the background, and then to a shot of Pete in what seems to be a shot/reverse 

shot pattern. This back-and-forth movement continues for a while until in the last shot of the 

series Mike turns his head and looks toward screen right once again. The shot that follows offers 
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a still broader view of the scene, this time with Mike on the left, Pete on the right, and the corpse 

in the center between the two. This image repeats the aesthetic effects observed in the earlier 

scene in Pete’s house in two ways. On the one hand, for the first time in the sequence, it allows 

the viewer to map the spatial configuration correctly in a comprehensive space within which the 

preceding visual fragments can be located. On the other hand, the composition of this shot has a 

shocking effect of dislocation in showing that the two characters have not been face to face with 

each other and thereby disrupting the continuity of narrative space that has been implied by the 

shot/reverse shot editing. This time Melquiades’s body replaces the liminal space represented by 

the doorframe and serves as a physical border between the other two characters. It is also 

important to note that the perspectives from which the faces of Pete and Mike have been 

observed by turns are revealed as belonging not to them but to no one in particular. What has 

seemed to represent a living character’s point of view turns out to be a product of the inanimate 

gaze of the camera. This short sequence is therefore doubly uncanny, both in what it shows and 

in how it shows what it shows. Placed between the living and the dead, the animate and the 

inanimate, and presence and absence, the scene constitutes another topography of the uncanny.

These two scenes of visual dislocation and disorientation can be regarded as variations on 

the separate sequences that construct the situation surrounding Melquiades’s death, which is the 

most obvious case of the film’s employment of multiple perspectives. The analysis of the scene 

set in Pete’s house and the one of the nocturnal camp has suggested the following two points. 

First, when two parties are involved in an event, there is always something absent from what can 

be observed from a single point of view. A fragmentary view has to be integrated into a more 

comprehensive vision of space. Second, this comprehensive vision leads to the discovery of the 
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presence of a third category that has been hidden but now comes into the open as an embodiment 

of the liminal in one way or another. Somewhat reminiscent of Cormac McCarthy’s The 

Crossing, this aspect itself constitutes a part of the film’s mythical obsession with triplicity 

(Fojas 97), including the three burials of the eponymous character, the journey of the three men, 

and the proliferation of other triangular relationships. Both of these points concern Mike’s 

shooting of Melquiades.

The film first shows the event from Mike’s point of view. He first surveys, with his naked 

eyes from the window of his vehicle, the landscape around the place where he has parked; 

getting out of the car, he again surveys the land, this time with his binoculars, repeating the 

gesture of the anonymous man at the film’s beginning. Both of Mike’s gazes of surveillance are 

reproduced in two point-of-view shots that pan across the landscape from left to right. Then 

while looking at Hustler with his pants down, he is surprised by three rifle shots that come out of 

nowhere; it is as if he is being punished by an invisible hand for his excessive lasciviousness. He 

then shoots twice in the direction from which the three shots have been fired. After a short break 

in the narrative, the next sequence that continues this scene shows that Mike has seen 

Melquiades through the scope of his rifle, and that his second shot has fatally wounded the 

Mexican cowboy. As critics have pointed out, Mike’s shooting is a displaced consummation of 

his interrupted masturbation.13 The film also emphasizes his misdirected vision as well as his 

misdirected virility. Despite having scrutinized this place twice, he has been blind to 

Melquiades’s presence; furthermore, even after noticing and shooting him, Mike is soon 

13. See, for example, Chapman 257-58; Kitses 16; and Torres 160. And the first time 
Mike has appeared in the film with Hustler, his interrupted reading and frustrated desire have 
turned into his violent behavior toward Mexican immigrants.
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surprised by the presence of a fatally wounded coyote that he finds while running up to the fallen 

Mexican. Both Melquiades and the coyote have been absent from Mike’s initial sight. In the last 

of the series of sequences that reconstruct this event, the film partially adopts Melquiades’s 

perspective. Having detected a coyote that will threaten his goats, he shoots at the animal and 

hits it with his third bullet, but he is immediately surprised by two rifle shots that come out of 

nowhere, the second of which hits him in the chest. He has been unaware of Mike’s presence; it 

is as if he is being punished for shooting the coyote. Mike sees Melquiades but is blind to the 

coyote, while Melquiades sees the coyote but is unaware of Mike. The liminal third that 

completes the triangular relationship here is thus the coyote, a quintessential trickster figure that 

probably expires almost simultaneously with Melquiades but will come back to excavate and 

devour his corpse at the film’s beginning, thereby forming an “implied circularity” (L. Mitchell, 

“Is” 454).14 The coyote, a carrion-eater, is “a mediator” that “occupies a position halfway 

between two polar terms” (Lévi-Strauss 226): life and death, for instance, or Mike and 

Melquiades, in this particular case. Functioning as an invisible third that mediates between the 

Border Patrol agent and the undocumented migrant, the animal’s reciprocal or circular 

identification with Melquiades also implies that a similar process of identification will emerge 

between Melquiades and Mike. Just as the animal returns to disinter its killer, Melquiades comes 

back to haunt his killer in order to bring him to justice through the mediation of Jones’s ranch 

foreman, yet another third person who, at least for Mike, suddenly appears out of nowhere and 

14. Mitchell also correctly points out the significance of the slang meaning of the word 
coyote, the smuggler of undocumented migrants across the border into the U.S. (“Is” 454). The 
coyote is a liminal figure in this additional sense as well. The coyote in this sense appears in this 
film and helps Pete cross the border into Mexico. Also, Julio César Cedillo plays the role of an 
evil coyote in another border film, Frontera (2014). 
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controls his action both as a character and, implicitly, as the film’s director. Mike therefore 

becomes a forced migrant who enters Mexico without proper documentation, a mirror image of 

Melquiades and those who Mike himself has hunted and tormented. Both Mike and Melquiades 

have failed to sight a third presence that remains invisible and unmappable until it is too late, an 

oversight that brings fatal consequences to both of them.

Once the journey toward Jiménez begins, the force of fragmentation in this narrative 

seems to subside in two ways. The employment of flashback and crosscutting across distances of 

space and time becomes less frequent in the film’s second part, which traces the linear trajectory 

of the journey for the most part. This formal transformation is accompanied by a shift in the 

film’s representation of communal space, especially after Pete and Mike cross the Rio Grande 

into Mexico. But these changes only occur on the surface. Generally speaking, the linear 

structure of a road narrative itself is usually accompanied by some kind of fragmentation. Since 

it is impossible to tell a complete, unabridged story of any journey, whether verbally or visually, 

the storyteller has to construct the narrative around some important events that serve as pivotal 

points. The story of a linear journey therefore always relies not only on visible dots but also on 

invisible lines that connect them. Melquiades Estrada certainly repeats such episodic structure in 

alternating the depiction of some segments of Pete and Mike’s quixotic journey with the 

important moments of their encounters with others. This implicit fragmentation, as will be 

discussed, is augmented by the film’s continued use of multiple perspectives. As for the portrayal 

of communal space, the film certainly seems to make a striking contrast between the two 

countries. Mexico is represented as a place where people work together, spend their leisure time 

together, and welcome the strangers from the north with kindness and hospitality, whereas people 
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in the U.S. have been generally divided by visible and invisible internal borders: “The idealised 

portrayal of the Mexican community,” Susanne Kord argues, “offers a foil for American society, 

an alternative world that is portrayed as both unreal (the search for Jiménez) and real (on the 

level of human interaction and support)” (230). The coherence of the Mexican community, 

however, is always under threat of disintegration because of the prevalence of poverty caused by 

the unequal distribution of wealth in global economy. The film makes this point clear when some 

of the undocumented migrants who have been deported by Mike and other Border Patrol agents 

near the story’s beginning reappear and husk corn together with the protagonists in what is 

apparently a scene of communal harmony. In a small village, Pete also meets a young woman 

who says that “everyone here speak English” because “[w]e were worked on the other side”—the 

possibly ungrammatical “were worked” nevertheless implying the forced nature of their labor 

migration. As is clear in the case of Melquiades, these people in Mexico can be alienated from 

their home at any time. In this sense, the idealized portrayal of Mexican communities only 

covers a bleaker reality of forced displacement. These two opposite aspects of the film’s 

representation of Mexico have to be taken into consideration. It is important to recall that the 

film has been obsessed with absence, invisibility, and dislocation since its beginning. The 

ostensible disappearance of the fragmentary structure and the smooth surface of the narrative that 

coincides with it might be hiding and repressing something underneath. Just as an apparently 

coherent community can turn out to be fragile and impermanent, an apparently linear flow of 

narrative can be thwarted suddenly. It is the dynamics of these two opposite forces, those of 

coherence and fragmentation, that continues to weave the texture of the film’s second part. 

Partially hidden, the thematic thread of alienation, unhomeliness, and uncanniness in fact 
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remains and reaches its climax at the end of the road.

Of special interest in this context is the first man Pete and Mike encounter in their 

journey. When they approach the house of this blind old man (Levon Helm), he is sitting on the 

front porch and listening to a Mexican radio station. Living close to the international border but 

away from everyone, he is a liminal figure who is at once a man of kindness and hospitality and 

an embodiment of total alienation. His contradictory nature is also reflected by the condition of 

his dilapidated dwelling. With some portions of the roof gone, the half-covered skeleton house 

stands as if it is about to fall, partially exposing its interior to the elements and suspended in the 

limbo between existence and disappearance. It is an unhomely home. This inhabited space is no 

longer, to borrow Gaston Bachelard’s words, “a large cradle” where life is “enclosed, protected, 

all warm in the bosom of the house” (7). Instead, Bachelard might regard it as a typical example 

of the “hermit’s hut,” a space of “extreme solitude” where its resident can be “alone with 

God” (32; emphasis in orig.). The hermit in the film, a devout Christian, offers water to Pete and 

Mike for their horses and mule, provides antifreeze for the dead body, and invites the strangers 

inside to share a meal. After feeding the green liquid to Melquiades, as it were, Pete and Mike sit 

at the blind man’s table and have some oatmeal themselves. When the three hold the hands of 

one another to pray together, the two strangers are transformed into the blind man’s “friends.” 

Since no other scene in the film shows the principal characters sharing a meal, this is a 

significant moment of closeness and intimacy.15 Although the man thus offers his home to the 

strangers, however, the film turns the homely into the unhomely by making him utter one of the 

15. An earlier scene has shown Lou Ann and Mike sitting at a table over breakfast in their 
trailer, but there Lou Ann has been absorbed in watching the television. Since her mind is set 
elsewhere, they can hardly be regarded as sharing a meal.
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most shocking lines in the entire narrative: “I wanted to ask you . . . if you can shoot me.” 

Knowing that he cannot continue to live alone in the house, and also knowing that he cannot 

“offend God by killing [him]self,” he, like the house itself, is suspended between life and death: 

to be or not to be, that is his “problem.” He is certainly “alone with God,” but he is estranged 

from God at the same time. He tries to solve this dead-end problem or total lack of orientation by 

bringing a third party, Pete and Mike, into the relationship between himself and God. This 

disturbing episode shows that this man, who has “always lived here,” is not at home in his home 

or, for that matter, in the world at large. Instead, he longs for an infinitely distant home in 

heaven, “a transcendent sense of belonging after death” (Brandel 178). He is a stranger in his 

own house, which, along with his very existence, becomes uncanny.

Speaking of this allegorical character of homeliness and unhomeliness in the DVD 

commentary track, Jones remarks that “over the ages . . . all of the classical journeys, . . . through 

hardship toward enlightenment, have somewhere along the road an oracle, . . . the seer.” He is 

talking about figures like the blind ex-soldier in McCarthy’s The Crossing or, to take an 

archetypal example, Tiresias in Homer’s Odyssey, the blind oracle who lives on in the land of the 

dead. Despite Jones’s claim, however, it is difficult to see exactly what it is the blind man 

paradoxically sees as a “seer,” except for his view that both Pete and Mike are “good people,” a 

view that leads to his later refusal to cooperate with the Border Patrol.16 At least, the character’s 

significance resides in what he is and what he makes others see by being what he is. His role 

16. The Helm character fully employs his senses except vision in this scene—listening to 
the radio, smelling the corpse, touching the others’ hands, and tasting the food. But occupied 
with the problem of his own existence, he, unlike Tiresias, does not predict the future or offer 
any direct advice to the travelers in search of Melquiades’s home. It is as if this blind seer is 
doubly blind, both literally and metaphorically, as if he is oblivious to the role that has been 
assigned to him in this particular journey narrative.
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resonates with many other elements in the film and contributes to its dynamics of the familiar 

and the strange. First, as a blind man he foregrounds the issue of vision, a theme that was 

introduced in the opening shots and has been developed particularly in relation with liminality in 

the film’s first half. This fictional world is teeming is what remains absent and invisible. Second, 

as a father estranged from his son, who is suffering from or has already died from cancer, he 

becomes a double of both Pete and Melquiades. The film has already shown that Melquiades has 

been a surrogate son to the unmarried ranch foreman, and Melquiades himself, showing a picture 

of his family in Mexico in one of the flashback sequences, has told his friend about his son, 

Aarón. The parallelism between these father–son relationships concerns the fragmentation of 

domestic space and the separation of family members from each other by the border between the 

two countries or the one between life and death. The third point is that, in addition to the 

hospitality that he offers to strangers, the man’s fascination with the Mexican radio station again 

characterizes him as a liminal figure who can build a close relationship with what is foreign. He 

says that he does not understand Spanish at all but likes the sound of the language. This means 

that he feels close to something that he does not understand exactly because of—and not in spite 

of—its strangeness. As some critics have pointed out, his attraction to the Spanish radio program 

will have its Mexican counterpart later, when Pete and Mike encounter some vaqueros who do 

not speak English but are watching a soap opera in English, the same television program that has 

been shown once in the Nortons’ trailer (Brandel 181; L. Mitchell, “Is” 449); this later scene also 

makes this domestic drama strange by screening it in another country, in an outdoor space, and 

for a male audience, which is a complete reversal of its first appearance in the film. And finally, 

the man’s complete alienation from life and his desire to depart from the world indicate that he, 
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although still living, is in a sense already dead. This living dead person again becomes a mirror 

image of Melquiades, who is dead but continues to haunt and control the living from beyond the 

grave (Williams 242). The uncanny interchangeability between these two characters is fortified 

when the old man occupies Melquiades’s position while sitting at the table with Pete and Mike. 

The fact that there is a person who desires to be shot will not fail to disturb Mike, who shot and 

killed a person who did not wish to die. Indeed, Mike keeps looking back at the old man even 

after Pete has turned his back on him, and in the subsequent scene he tries to make a tentative 

apology for the shooting incident for the first time. And the old man’s longing for the heavenly 

home also mirrors Melquiades’s wish to return to his distant home in Jiménez. Both of these 

homes have something in common in that they might be unmappable places that are constructed 

by the human imagination, infinitely distant utopias that do not exist anywhere but for this very 

reason could emerge in any place. In these ways, this short scene set in the hermit’s hut becomes 

a pivotal moment in implicitly prophesying that the aspects of uncanniness introduced in the first 

half of the narrative will continue to play a significant role in its sequel.

Mike’s perplexed gaze at the old man marks the beginning of his growth “through 

hardship toward enlightenment.” Although he is not immediately transformed into a mature, 

better man, a series of events that follows will put him to the test and ensure his personal 

development, thereby forming a thematic thread that coincides with the emerging linearity of the 

narrative. At the same time, this is also a process in which the Border Patrol agent gradually 

takes the place of Melquiades, becoming his double and another surrogate son of Pete. The first 

thing that he has to learn is that it is impossible to escape from the paternal force of discipline 

and punishment. In a series of chase sequences he tries to run away from his captor. Mike 
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continues to run across a beautiful variety of desert landscapes, but Pete keeps tracking his 

traces. Sometimes Pete is strangely ahead of Mike and just waits for the latter to catch up with 

him. Here, as in No Country for Old Men, the hunter and the hunted change places with each 

other (Brandel 178-79). Just as Mike has hunted and abused undocumented migrants before, he 

is now chased by another relentless hunter, who is himself being hunted by the Border Patrol but 

will outflank them. Mike is put into the position of his former victims, while Pete seems to have 

acquired an all-seeing power of surveillance and always knows where the fugitive is. In one 

sequence, the film apparently repeats the pattern of visual dislocation observed in two earlier 

scenes: after alternating between Mike sitting among yellow wildflowers and looking toward 

screen left, on the one hand, and Pete slowly riding toward the camera on the white sands and 

looking toward screen right, on the other, the comprehensive view offered in the subsequent shot 

reveals the spatial relationship between the two. Although the contrast between the white sands 

and the yellow flowers does not prepare the viewer for the revealing shot, the effect of this 

editing is less confusing and disorienting than before, partly because of the eyeline match; it 

rather emphasizes that the Border Patrol agent, wherever he goes, is always being watched by the 

big brother. The film’s placement of Mike in the role of his former victims continues in 

subsequent scenes: when he is bitten by a rattlesnake and is found by undocumented Mexican 

migrants and coyotes, when he is dragged through the Rio Grade and thereby illegally crosses 

the border into Mexico, and when he is carried into the house of the herbal healer Mariana 

(Vanessa Bauche), located—as the coyote (Ignacio Guadalupe) who has guided him and Pete 

explains—in the village of Los Lobos in the municipality of Ojinaga, Chihuahua. Mariana is the 

woman who, in an earlier scene, Mike has brutally hit in the nose and deported to Mexico. In a 
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dream-like room beautifully illuminated by colorful curtains, she plunges her knife into Mike’s 

blackened left foot and says that the foot has to be cut off if it gets gangrenous; when she hits his 

nose with a coffee pot later and calls it even, it becomes clear that she is castrating and punishing 

him for his racism and misdirected virility. This symbolic connotation of the scene is emphasized 

by Mike himself, who grabs his crotch when he wakes up from his fainting spell, implying that 

something has happened to his manhood. Mariana changes places with Mike, forces him to adopt 

the perspective of those whom he has seen as suspicious strangers, and sets him on the right path 

toward maturity and responsible adulthood. The film thus prepares for the final moment of his 

redemption, in which he kneels and asks for forgiveness in front of a tree that symbolizes the 

cross carried by his innocent victim and personal savior, Melquiades (Babrow and Rose 139).

The film here establishes a counterpoint between the captive and the captor in different 

locations. While Mike is recovering from the snake’s poison and his own childishness in the 

quiet room, Pete spends the evening at another place, a local tavern named the Cantina Liebre. 

The building of the cantina is half ruined and reminiscent of the blind man’s house, but the place 

is bustling with life and quiet conviviality. A notable aspect of this place is its complex, jumbled 

soundscape: the voices of people talking in a relaxed mood, Frédéric Chopin’s Étude op. 10, no. 

3 in E major, also called “Tristesse,” coming from an out-of-tune piano played by a girl, and the 

voices and strange synthetic sound effects of an old science fiction film screened on a television 

monitor hung from the ceiling. The occasional smile of contentment on his face and the confused 

mixture of sound here seem to express Pete’s drunkenness (Gorbman 211). This psychological 

mode of representation is further emphasized by the insertion of a few Dutch angle shots, which 

works in combination with the already canted lines that constitute this semi-outdoor space and 
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causes a slightly disorienting effect. A dreamy atmosphere pervades this place.

One of the most important elements here is the old black-and-white film that can be seen 

on the television. Unlike the soap opera of Mary and Johnny, which has been created for 

Melquiades Estrada, the film screened in the cantina is an actual one: Santo, el Enmascarado de 

Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos (Santo the Silver Mask vs. the Invasion of the Martians, 

1966). Jones quotes the opening scene of this low-budget sci-fi film directed by Alfredo B. 

Crevenna, in which the human-looking, Spanish-speaking Martians who threaten Mexican 

people and world peace are successfully defeated by the heroic Santo (Rodolfo Guzmán Huerta) 

in a series of ridiculous wrestling matches. El Santo is one of the iconic figures in Mexican 

popular culture. But since Jones’s film does not provide subtitles for the lines spoken in this film 

within the film, and since El Santo himself does not appear in the quoted scene, this significant 

moment of intertextuality probably works only for those in the audience already conversant with 

Mexican culture. This quotation implies, as Jones’s film does elsewhere, that the simultaneous 

presence of two points of view from both sides of the border is necessary for a correct 

understanding of the situation. In the quoted film, made in the Cold War era, the Martians tell the 

inhabitants of the earth that they are obliged to destroy human beings unless they completely 

disarm themselves, abolish all international borders, and make every effort to achieve world 

peace as a unified community. The Martians intercept television signals and transmit this 

somewhat self-contradictory message to the small screens in Mexico. The scene of their first 

attempt to transmit their message is the one shown on and heard from the screen inside Jones’s 

film itself.17 The Martians’ warning about international borders and the use of a frame within the 

17. Commenting on Crevenna’s film, Doyle Greene remarks that it “is probably the most 
overtly political of the Santo films, not only in its explicit commentary on international relations 



 260

frame in each film—a device that disturbs the boundary between fiction and reality—create an 

effective space of intertextuality. In addition, even if the viewer is not aware of the source of the 

embedded film, the story of an alien invasion functions as a part of the problematization of 

homeland security and the dynamics between the familiar and the strange in Melquiades Estrada. 

The sci-fi film and the border film uncannily mirror each other.

With Crevenna’s film in the background, Pete, a Spanish-speaking alien in Mexico 

himself, sits on a stool by himself and looks at the landscape around the cantina at twilight. As a 

handheld point-of-view shot, slowly panning from right to left, shows what he observes, the 

sound coming from the sci-fi film shifts from a surreal sound effect that accompanies the 

Martians’ spaceship to a man singing a melancholic love song in a television program within the 

film. Although the space that Pete surveys is empty and deserted, it reflects the convivial 

atmosphere inside the tavern, and there is nothing bleak or desolate about it. And the shifting 

diegetic sound adds a touch that is otherworldly and nostalgic, strange and comfortable at the 

same time. A cut to a close-up of Pete shows him smiling with a satisfied look on his face. This 

environment constitutes a utopian moment for him, and the rural landscape, with a ruined house 

close by and mountains in the distance, is strongly colored by his subjective mental state. The 

drunken stranger, for the moment at least, feels totally at home in this foreign land. But the 

ringing of a telephone soon pierces the dreamy atmosphere and leads to a phone conversation 

that spells the end of his friendship and extramarital relationship with Rachel. It is when he 

seems to be satisfied and at home for the very first time in the film that he becomes estranged 

from someone who has been close to him. Repeating the pattern that has been observed in many 

and threat of atomic warfare, but in its construction of Santo as a ‘national allegory’ embodying 
principles of justice, decency, and mexicanidad” (70).
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other scenes, this precious moment of homely comfort in a foreign country suddenly turns into 

the melancholic one of alienation, a disturbing event that seems to aggravate the confusion of his 

mind. The film implies that this man is gradually losing touch with the world around him. The 

sense of alienation that has assailed the other characters exerts its influence on Pete as well.

The contrapuntal juxtaposition of Mike’s recovery and Pete’s intoxication in these scenes 

points at the emergence of a relationship between these two travelers that is reminiscent of the 

one between Sancho Panza and Don Quixote. While Mike gradually leaves his self-centeredness 

behind and comes to terms with the reality of the world, Pete appears to be losing his grip on it; 

in other words, Mike becomes the voice of reality, and Pete lapses into the world of imagination. 

After these scenes, despite its apparently straightforward narrative, the film implicitly places side 

by side these two perspectives from which this narrative space should be observed. But the 

matter does not stop here. What complicates the situation further is that it is not clear whether 

Pete is really going insane, although the cantina scene and the film’s final scene, as some critics 

point out, suggest the possibility that he is (Fojas 98; Pye 4; Strang 240). Echoing one another at 

different points, Belmont, Mike, and Rachel have told him that he is “crazy.” While in Belmont’s 

case it is Pete’s repeated attempts to prevent him from burying Melquiades’s case that have 

irritated and made him utter the word, Mike has called Pete crazy partly because he has not been 

aware of the consequences of his own criminal act. And Rachel has told him the same thing on 

the phone because she thinks that she loves her husband and cannot leave him, but, as has been 

observed in the film’s depiction of her confined existence in the restaurant, this reason is also 

called into question. In each of these cases, there is a possibility that the person who calls him 

crazy is exactly the one who does not see the truth, that he is regarded as mad because he 



 262

disturbs the superficial orderliness of the other’s everyday life. Whether sane or insane, Pete, like 

Melquiades, is a stranger whose catalytic function is to force the others to adopt an alien, 

alienated perspective to look at themselves. Then the other characters’ almost automatic impulse 

to dismiss him as crazy is in fact their instinctive refusal to accept the stranger within 

themselves.

This aspect of his role is emphasized in another series of apparently “crazy” acts: Pete, a 

bilingual who is fluent in both English and Spanish, sometimes chooses to speak in one language 

to a person who only understands the other.18 He tells Lou Ann in Spanish that her husband killed 

Melquiades, breaks the news of Melquiades’s death in English to Rosa, the woman Melquiades 

has called Evelia Camargo (Cecilia Suárez), and orders Mike in Spanish to ask Melquiades for 

forgiveness in the final scene. Since all of these utterances are about Melquiades, it seems as if 

Pete’s tongue is temporarily haunted by the dead foreigner. Here again Pete disturbs the others by 

deliberately presenting himself as someone out of place, a stranger who is dislocated from the 

linguistic environment in which he is placed. Pete sometimes performs foreignness and 

strangeness. Then the question of Pete’s insanity becomes intellectually uncertain and 

indeterminable, for it might be another instance of his strange performance. He turns himself into 

a liminal figure living on the borders between sanity and insanity, placement and displacement, 

reality and fiction, his own self and his performed self, as well as the ones between the two 

languages and the two countries. Accordingly, the real and the imaginary, Sancho and Don 

Quixote, and Mike and Pete might change places with each other at any moment. This 

complicated issue has also to be taken into account when considering the juxtaposition of the two 

characters’ perspectives. The first half of the narrative has implied that there is always something 

18. For a discussions of these strange acts in a different context, see L. Mitchell, “Is” 453.
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missing from what can be seen from a single point of view. Localized perspectives have to be 

integrated into a more comprehensive perspective that provides them with proper locations and 

meanings. But if the comprehensive point of view is held back and remains absent, the 

incomplete fragments have to be left as they are, without proper, stable meanings. The 

discrepancy between Mike’s and Pete’s perspectives and their uncanny interchangeability flow 

into the question as to how to locate Melquiades’s original home.

The issue of topography and cartography is of utmost importance in the last twenty 

minutes of the film. When the two travelers arrive at a small village in Coahuila, the existence of 

Jiménez suddenly becomes uncertain. Since leaving home, Pete has followed Melquiades’s 

directions and hand-drawn map. Drawing this map in one of the flashback sequences, 

Melquiades has told him as follows: “Aquí estamos ¿no? Bueno, bajas por Ojinaga y te sigues 

rumbo al sur. Luego jalas p’al este y te vas bordeando la sierra hasta Coahuila. Y llegas a un 

pueblo que se llama El Tostón. Y a veinte kilómetros, entre El Tostón y El Nacimiento, está una 

ranchería que se llama Jiménez. Ahí está mi casa.”19 With an additional help of a vaquero 

(Guillermo Arriaga), the travelers have reached a place that seems to be the village of El Tostón. 

Here Pete enters a store and asks two women (Maya Zapata and Montserrat de León) and a man 

named Manuel (Irineo Álvarez) about the location of Jiménez, but they all say that the place does 

not exist around there. When Pete says, “They said [Jiménez] was a little village about ten 

kilometers away, entre El Tostón y El Nacimiento,” Manuel answers, “No, the only village 

19. The film offers a translation in subtitles: “We’re here, right? Go down to Ojinaga and 
head south. Then turn east and follow the sierra until you come to Coahuila. Then you’ll come to 
a town called El Tostón. Between El Tostón and El Nacimiento there’s a little place named 
Jiménez. It’s my home.” The translation drops the description of the distance between El Tostón 
and Jiménez: twenty kilometers. See note 20 below.
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around here is called Los Chilicotes.”20 The nonexistence of Jiménez is again confirmed by a 

local authority named Don Casimiro (René Campero). After this, Mike begins to claim that 

Melquiades has told a lie to Pete, who single-mindedly refuses to consider such a possibility. The 

narrative does not offer a definite answer to the question or a comprehensive perspective on it 

because Melquiades, now apparently the only person who is able to do so, is absent. The 

available pieces of information about Jiménez are the traces that the dead man has left behind as 

a map, a photograph, and a memorial story. Jiménez seems to be transformed into a toponym 

without a place, a signifier without a referent. The place becomes a hermeneutic enigma.21

The film once again foregrounds the problem of the relationship between fiction and 

reality through this topographical mystery. In fact, this problem had already been present in the 

film even before the question of Jiménez emerged. The principal places that appeared or at least 

were mentioned while the story took place in the U.S., including Van Horn, Midland, Odessa, El 

Paso, and Cincinnati, are actual places that exist outside of the fictional world. But most of the 

Mexican toponyms mentioned in the film, Melville’s Ishmael might be delighted to find, are “not 

down in any map” (Melville, Moby-Dick 59). Los Lobos in the municipality of Ojinaga and El 

Tostón and Los Chilicotes in the state of Coahuila cannot be found on actual maps. El 

Nacimiento, also known as El Nacimiento de los Kikapúes or Tribu Kikapoo (Nacimiento), 

20. If this scene takes place in El Tostón—which is most likely, considering the Arriaga 
character’s words in the immediately preceding scene—it is interesting to note that here Pete, 
whether intentionally or not, reduces the distance between El Tostón and Jiménez from twenty to 
ten kilometers. Jiménez, in a sense, already begins to float in space erratically. This slight 
incongruity might seem to be a negligible detail, but this is a detail that will be missed by 
viewers who have only read the English subtitles and not heard the directions that Melquiades 
has provided in Spanish.

21. A similar phenomenon has been observed in relation to cartographic lines as traces in 
McCarthy’s The Crossing. See chapter five, above.
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exists in Coahuila, but it is not clear whether this is the same as the one mentioned by 

Melquiades. And the town of Jiménez also exists in Coahuila near the international border; while 

it seems too far from the location that Melquiades could have had in mind, it is indeterminable 

whether the two Jiménezes are different or not.22 The Mexico in the narrative space is therefore 

partly separated from its extratextual counterpart, and it is within this already fictionalized space 

that Jiménez is said to be nonexistent. Melquiades’s home is doubly distanced from the actual 

world.

To return to the problem of the intratextual space itself, the film’s manner of presenting 

Melquiades’s map is also problematic. When he begins to draw this map in the flashback 

sequence, the film first shows Melquiades and Pete in a medium two-shot. A cut to a point-of-

view shot from Melquiades’s perspective displays his right hand drawing with a pencil a route to 

enter Coahuila from Chihuahua. Then the screen returns to the two-shot as Melquiades begins to 

talk about Jiménez. The map is visible only for a moment, and the viewer does not see where his 

home is located on this map. This editing is not so strange in itself, but it takes on a retrospective 

significance when the map reappears near the end of the film. After leaving Don Casimiro’s 

house and while wandering in the deserted landscape, Pete pulls out the map from his breast 

pocket and looks at it. The film here inserts two close-up shots of the map held up by Pete’s left 

hand. They are taken from a slightly oblique perspective that approaches but is not quite the 

same as Pete’s. The simple map drawn on a yellow sheet of paper is now heavily creased. What 

is interesting about these close-ups is that they hide the most important point that should be 

22. But the Wikipedia page for “Jiménez, Coahuila” states that this is the place where the 
“Jones’ character is trying to return the body of Melquiades Estrada for burial” in this film, as if 
the two Jiménezes were really one and the same place. This is an interesting case of a fictional 
space merging into the extratextual geography.
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present on the map: a fold in the paper tantalizes the viewer by partially concealing the location 

of Jiménez. Although the two toponyms “Ojinaga” and “Toston” can be clearly seen, here 

Jiménez, oddly decapitated by the fold, appears only as “nez” or “enez.” While Pete reads the 

map, turns it sideways, and reads it again, Mike says in the background, “There’s no Jiménez, 

man. Wake up.” The camera’s insistent concealment of the toponym becomes all the more 

striking when seen slowly, frame by frame. This strange image of the map causes two 

contradictory effects at once. On the one hand, it doubly distances Jiménez from the actual world 

again. The map is itself a representation of Melquiades’s memorial topography, but the camera’s 

representation of this spatial representation, in combination with Mike’s words, effaces the 

memorial trace of Melquiades’s home and makes it nonexistent by hiding it from the viewer’s 

sight. What should be visible and present at the center of the screen is transformed into 

something invisible, an absent center around which the rest of the space is called into being 

through the cartographic representation. On the other hand, however, the slight difference 

between the point of view of the camera and that of Pete, which is emphasized in the second 

close-up by showing Pete’s face at the right edge of the screen, suggests that while the viewer’s 

access to the map is limited, Pete’s is not. The camera, by deliberately making itself partially 

blind, grants this man the privilege of seeing what others cannot see. Then Pete becomes the only 

person who knows where Jiménez is, at least on this map. The fragmentation of the cartographic 

image into the explicit perspective of the camera and the implicit perspective of Pete thus leads 

to the simultaneous presence of two opposite interpretations, a phenomenon that is similar to the 

one that has been considered in relation to the possible sanity or insanity of Pete: if Mike is 

correct, Pete can be regarded as estranged from reality; if Pete really sees the place, however, 
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then Mike is the one who cannot face the truth. Having cast a doubt on the existence of Jiménez 

once, the story again begins to oscillate between these two possibilities. And the apparently 

linear narrative of Mike’s growth into maturity is also called into question for a moment.

In fact, just as Pete’s belief in the existence of Jiménez is supported only by what 

Melquiades has passed on to him, Mike’s belief in its nonexistence rests upon a similarly 

precarious ground: the words of the two women behind the store counter, Manuel, Rosa, and 

Don Casimiro. Besides what these villagers have told, there is nothing to guarantee that Jiménez 

does not exist. Furthermore, the film subtly indicates that there is something strange about the 

behavior of these people, whose eagerness to dismiss Melquiades as an unknown stranger seems 

to conceal something behind it. In the store, Pete shows Melquiades’s photograph to Manuel and 

asks him whether he knows the man in the picture. His face becoming serious, Manuel spits on 

the floor and answers, “No, we don’t [know] him.” The use of the pronoun “we” is strange 

because it suddenly makes this man a representative of the opinion of the community. The scene 

ends with Manuel and the two women laughing and giggling for some unknown reason. The 

three characters, in collusion with one another, seem to be hiding something from Pete. 

Following Manuel’s advice, Pete then visits Rosa, who he believes is Evelia Camargo, 

Melquiades’s wife. She says that she does not know anyone named Melquiades and becomes 

indignant when Pete shows her the photograph of her, her three children, and Melquiades. The 

film has already shown this picture to the spectator as a trace of Melquiades’s past in a flashback 

sequence, but Rosa or Evelia Camargo refuses to accept it as proof of the existence of their 

marital relationship.23 Pete’s belief in the relationship between her and his friend can be 

23. There is much to be said about the photograph itself. The film might lead the viewer 
to assume that there is only one picture, but a close viewing reveals that there are at least three 
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erroneous, but the look of bewilderment on her face and the way she tries to run into the house 

also seem to hint at the presence of something that she wants to hide. And finally, this time 

following Rosa’s advice, the film cuts to a shot of the courtyard of Don Casimiro’s house. Pete, 

Mike, and Don Casimiro sit around a table, while a woman serves them drinks. After apparently 

looking at Melquiades’s photograph, the portly man says, “No, I don’t know him,” and throws 

the picture on the table. When asked about Jiménez, he immediately denies its existence: “No, it 

doesn’t exist around here. Lo sé de cierto. No existe. [I know that for sure. It doesn’t exist.]” In 

Mike’s view these answers prove the nonexistence of Jiménez, but it is important to note that this 

scene constitutes a variation on the earlier scene set in the blind old man’s house. The two scenes 

mirror each other not only because of their depiction of three men sitting at a table, but also 

because of their emphasis on the issue of vision, an issue foregrounded by the blindness of the 

third person. Here the camera generally shows the left side of Don Casimiro’s head, in profile or 

from behind. As he says, “No existe,” a close-up of his face in profile shows that he seems to 

have a cataract in his left eye, which is totally white. Although this might be regarded as an effect 

pictures of Melquiades Estrada and his alleged family. Besides its first appearance near the 
beginning, Jones’s camera shows enlarged images of the photograph at three points in the 
narrative: in the flashback in which Melquiades draws his map and tells the story of his family 
and home; when Pete, after arriving at a place that he thinks is Jiménez, holds the picture 
sideways and shows it to Mike; and when Pete puts it on a tree and forces Mike to ask for 
forgiveness in front of it. All of these photographs are different, most notably in the distance 
between Melquiades and the other four figures. The first picture does not look strange in itself, 
but in the second one Melquiades is so small in the background that he appears to be a ghostly 
presence; in the third, he becomes a little bigger again. The three pictures are also different in the 
posture of the woman and children and in the way the images are cropped. What has seemed to 
be a still photograph proves to be a moving picture. In making animate what should be 
inanimate, the film’s presentation of these photographs is magical and extremely uncanny. This 
destabilization of Melquiades’s photograph is part of the film’s questioning of the boundary 
between the real and the fictional. Even a photograph does not guarantee the solid reality of what 
it shows. If Melquiades can keep moving around within this photographic space, it is small 
wonder that Jiménez cannot be fixed in a specific location.
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of the sunlight, it is necessary to take into account that the Spanish word casimiro is an adjective 

that means cross-eyed or one-eyed. This raises the question as to whether this local authority, 

who Rosa has said “knows everybody that comes through town,” has really looked at the 

photograph before giving his answer. The film does not provide a solution to this question 

because the viewer can see only one side of his face. By hiding the other side of his face, the 

camera subtly implies that there might be a hidden side to what he says about Melquiades and 

Jiménez. The reliability of his observation is called into question, and the strange rapidity and 

certainty with which he provides his answers suggest that he might be hiding something for an 

unknowable reason. All of these villagers, if put under scrutiny, perform in suspicious manners. 

It is as if these characters, mirroring the sheriff’s act in the first part, are eager to dismiss the case 

of Melquiades as well as the mystery of Jiménez quickly. Mike’s claim that the place does not 

exist therefore grounds itself on dubious testimony.

But again there is nothing to guarantee that this skeptical reading of the villagers’ 

apparently suspicious behavior is the only way to reach the truth, for these people, despite their 

appearance, might be telling what they believe to be the truth. It is just one of the possible 

interpretations, and they might or might not be trying to hide their relationships with Melquiades 

in the past. If what the villagers have told and what Mike believes are really true, then there is a 

possibility that Melquiades has deliberately told a lie to Pete for an inscrutable reason, for 

Melquiades is a central mystery in this film, which is inhabited by more or less unknowable 

characters (L. Mitchell, “Is” 449). At least, what can be said with certainty here is that the last 

twenty minutes of Melquiades Estrada establish an intense cyclical relationship between 

narrative and place. Created by Melquiades’s words but dismissed by the villagers’ words, 
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believed in by Pete but doubted by Mike, Jiménez places itself in a liminal space between 

presence and absence, reality and fiction. It is a place that can be made and unmade by words 

and stories. The reliability of the stories told about the place paradoxically depends on its 

ultimate existence or nonexistence, which, in turn, depends on the reliability of the stories. The 

narrative offers no comprehensive perspective in which these fragmentary points of view can be 

integrated without causing a contradiction.

Even the film’s conclusion, in which Mike’s attitude goes through a dramatic change, 

does not provide a definitive solution to the mystery of this place. When they find the ruins of a 

small community, Pete says, “This is Jiménez. It’s just like Mel said it was.” While Pete looks 

around the place and reconstructs the past of the community in his imagination, Mike’s gaze is 

fixed on Pete, not on the landscape. It is evident that the young man is now deeply moved by the 

older man’s belief in their discovery. When Pete holds up Melquiades’s photograph sideways to 

Mike and asks, “See? Just like that right there. See?” Mike finally concurs: “Yeah, this is it. You 

found it, Pete.” Mike agrees to share Pete’s vision, at least believing in the latter’s belief in 

Melquiades’s story, even if not in the existence of Jiménez itself. What follows is their 

collaborative creation of the dead man’s home. The ruins, to borrow Christopher Woodward’s 

words, become “a dialogue between an incomplete reality and the imagination of the 

spectator” (139). Like the wallpaper of the seaside that has turned the mundane space of a motel 

room into a stage for a utopian moment, the unnamed ruins offer a space in which they can 

reconstruct an unmappable home. Jiménez is another utopian place that cannot be located in any 

place but, for that very reason, can emerge anywhere. Whether actual or fictional, it is a true 

place that can be glimpsed only in snatches by those who are willing to see.
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The proliferation of interpretations concerning the meaning of Jiménez, caused by the 

absent presence of the eponymous character, destabilizes the meaning of the narrative and 

prevents it from being integrated into a coherent whole. The stories told about Jiménez have 

created this utopian, unmappable place, but the place itself, in turn, creates and transforms the 

meanings of the stories told about it. The lack of orientation and intellectual uncertainty that 

assail the viewer of the film’s final moments point at this reciprocal relationship between this 

unhomely home and the uncanniness of the entire narrative. The journey has reached its 

provisional destination, but the film itself only pretends to end and refuses to conclude itself. The 

mystery of Jiménez therefore turns into “an experience of something open, generative, 

exhilarating (the trembling of what remains undecidable)” (Royle 52). Such trembling of 

meaning is the pulsing beat, as it were, of Jones’s film itself. Just as Melquiades has refused to be 

put to rest by coming back to haunt the living in order to demand justice, the film itself refuses to 

be stabilized and put to rest, thereby living on beyond its end. Melquiades Estrada is a 

meticulously crafted film that depicts a world of dislocation, alienation, and estrangement. The 

film’s uncanny borderlands—where the familiar and the strange, the homely and the unhomely, 

and reality and fiction merge into each other—can nevertheless give rise to fleeting moments of 

miraculous, utopian cohabitation. There is no meaning, then, in trying to separate the strange 

from the familiar, for they already coexist within each other. The film’s narrative space is 

constituted as a simultaneous juxtaposition of multiple stories and trajectories in the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands. Any place can become someone’s home because everyone might already be a long 

way from home.
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CONCLUSION

Space that has been seized upon by the imagination cannot 
remain indifferent space subject to the measures and 
estimates of the surveyor. It has been lived in . . . with all 
the partiality of the imagination.
                           ―Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space

The chapters above have drawn six heterogeneous narrative maps of the contemporary 

U.S. Southwest. What they have in common are the novelistic concern with the issue of 

homelessness and the intertextual space of multiple voices and trajectories constituted not only 

among themselves, but also through their critical dialogue with the mythic space of the classic 

Western. The topographies of entrapment in The Last Picture Show and No Country for Old Men 

suggest that it is impossible to escape from one’s own past just by moving to new places. The 

story of an unheroic cowboy in Bobby Jack Smith, You Dirty Coward! highlights and juxtaposes 

various social relations that have been concealed in or excluded from the purified image of the 

mythic West. While the historical cartography of Almanac of the Dead retrieves the past in the 

present and excavates the criminal foundations of the western lands often hidden behind the grid-

like conception of space, the narrative space of The Crossing emerges as the product of countless 

intersecting trajectories that are always in the state of becoming. And the uncanny borderlands in 

The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada show that space can never be stabilized or purified, 

that it is always oscillating between the familiar and the strange, the real and the imaginary. All 

of these fictional Southwests form an integral part of this dynamic contact zone. By adding new 

trajectories that oppose the monopoly of the space by a single discourse, they open this space for 

the arrival of different voices.
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But the traditional Western itself is far from being a monolithic entity. As has been stated 

in the introduction, it is impossible to tell where the classic Western ends and where the post-

Western begins. Even the works of John Ford, who Max Evans has criticized as “the most 

bullshit director that America has ever known” (qtd. in Pettey, “Paradoxa Interview” 282), are 

not uniform. Late in his career, he made The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), a self-

critical examination of the process in which heroic legends replace fact, and therefore of the 

creation of the West as a mythic space. In his analysis of John Sayles’s Lone Star (1996), Neil 

Campbell discusses how the process of the investigation into a western legend in this film echoes 

the one in Ford’s film (212-22). Since Sayles’s film, in turn, is an important precursor of the 

similar process of investigation in Melquiades Estrada, it might be possible to hear a distant echo 

of Liberty Valance in Jones’s post-Western narrative. And the claustrophobic space observed in 

The Last Picture Show and No Country for Old Men might not be so distant from the one, for 

instance, in Howard Hawks’s late collaboration with John Wayne in Rio Bravo (1959), El 

Dorado (1966), and Rio Lobo (1970). Although Hawks’s late Westerns focus on the heroic deeds 

of the John Wayne character and tell the epic stories of how western communities came to be, 

spatial confinement is an important element in these narratives and gives expression to the 

characters’ psychological entrapment. The West here cannot be regarded simply as an open space 

of freedom. These are just two examples, and there are many possible ways in which the 

different Wests in classic Westerns can endure in the contemporary West. Once a story is told, it 

becomes inseparable from its space. If there is no clear-cut boundary between the two genres, 

this study will have to be expanded by a close reading of the narrative space in the classic 

Western.
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In addition, the narrative space of the Southwest and the U.S.-Mexico borderlands is not 

created by the writers and filmmakers of the U.S. alone. It is open to international textual spaces. 

As Doreen Massey remarks, “[s]pace can never be definitively purified” as long as it is a product 

of multiple interrelations (95). The collaboration between Tommy Lee Jones and Guillermo 

Arriaga in the making of Melquiades Estrada suggests this international perspective, while 

Sergio Leone’s Italian Westerns might be a well-known case in point. Space is constituted from 

without as well as from within, incorporating diverse voices from and interrelations with 

elsewhere. The German director Wim Wenders’s Southwest and West in Paris, Texas (1984) and 

Don’t Come Knocking (2005), for instance, contribute to the ongoing production of these regions 

as a realm located between the real and the fictional, and the Chilean writer Roberto Bolaño’s 

borderlands of ruthless violence in 2666 (2004) will add another thread to this intertextual space. 

The observations made in this study have to be fortified in this international context as well. This 

is a space of “[l]oose ends and ongoing stories” (Massey 107).
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