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    Introduction


    As a rule, I am a composed, stoic person, constitutionally hard-wired to keep my emotions to myself. This is a byproduct of growing up in the Midwest, I suspect. It’s not that showing emotion is a sign of weakness among my family in Central Illinois; it’s just considered unnecessary, a distraction, too much fuss. If you have a problem, you keep it to yourself, and you get over it. This is not always the most healthy way to live one’s life. Lord knows I’ve witnessed enough Thanksgiving blowups to know that eventually, inevitably, the tightly wound coils snap. But it’s the way I was raised, and that’s the way I’m always going to be. Say what you will, but it works for me.


    And particularly: I do not cry. The last time I cried, it was 1982. I was six, I’d fallen off my bike into a pile of gravel, and I sprinted home to my mother. She took me into the bathroom, poured rubbing alcohol on my bleeding knee, wiped my face with a towel, and told me to knock it off. “Crying won’t heal your knee faster,” she said, smiling but firm. “And crying lets your knee win.” I don’t remember crying after that, not even at my grandmother’s funeral six years ago. I was sad. But I didn’t cry. I saw my dad cry once, at his father-in-law’s funeral. We followed behind the hearse in silence, and then, suddenly, he burst into a crazed, explosive two-second wail. He then blew his nose, grunted, and said, “My underwear must have been too tight there.” He hasn’t cried since. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with crying. I just don’t do it.


    Except. Except.


    I do not know why it is—this phenomenon is honestly terrifying to me—but every single time I have ever watched an episode of Friday Night Lights, I damned near start weeping. I don’t, mind you; I always fight it off. But as much as I would like to, I cannot deny it. Something about that show turns me almost primal; I find myself doing a lot of fist-biting, throat-clearing, and “boy, the pollen count is high today.” This is bizarre. I have had truly tragic events occur in my life, and I have not been near tears. But Friday Night Lights just destroys me. It doesn’t even have to be a sad scene. The music gets going, the camera zooms in, people start talking . . . and man, I’m just done.


    This means something, I think.


    Perhaps the most amazing thing about Friday Night Lights is that it is painfully, breathtakingly realistic and yet also exists as some sort of platonic ideal of what human beings can be like.


    The show has often been praised for its unflinching handling of hot-button issues like abortion, racism, and war, but even using the phrase “hot-button” seems like an insult, almost crass, to the show itself, much the same way it might be in life. If someone in your family was contemplating an abortion, you would never think of that decision as a “hot-button” issue; it would be a family issue, dealt with in personal terms, privately. And that’s how it feels when Becky goes through the same situation in on Friday Night Lights. It’s not something that has anything to do with politics, or religion, or whatever people on both sides of the “debate” try to attach to it. It’s a wrenching, intensely personal situation, and a decision made (and experienced) entirely by the people involved, not those from the outside. Friday Night Lights made me feel like I was on the inside. Friday Night Lights made me feel like I was part of the family. Friday Night Lights made me feel like I was more a part of real life than actually being a part of real life.


    This is what great art—and this is what we’re talking about here, art—can do: It can transport us, make us a part of something that we never could have been otherwise. A large part of the genius of Friday Night Lights is, of course, that it never seems like art; it would never be nearly as powerful and moving if it did. (It is far more interested in telling a story than trying to impress critics . . . which is probably why they were so impressed, actually.) No, it feels like life. I don’t mean life the way that I live it, or you live it, or even as it actually exists. It is, after all, just a television show. But it feels like life, the way we would like to imagine life is, not a fantasy land filled with fairies and ninjas and happy endings, but instead full of huge-hearted, achingly human characters wrestling with tragedy, with fear, with pain . . . and ultimately winning. There is a hope inside every single character on Friday Night Lights that I can only wish every human in real life has, that I dream is still a part of even the most hardened, beaten-down individual. Everyone on Friday Night Lights is trying. They all still believe.


    I don’t always see that in life. But I see that in Friday Night Lights. I see hope.


    There’s a temptation, like with any item of entertainment that is shared and beloved by a small and passionate number of people, for me to just start talking to you about my favorite moments in the show. After all, I know you’re someone who loves it as much as I do. I look forward to, in the coming years, when more and more people discover the show on DVD, when they come to that realization that, Holy cow, this show is amazing. Why wasn’t I watching this? I’m so envious of them. They still get to experience it for the first time.


    You, you’ve picked up this book, so you already know. You know about Smash, and Lyla, and Landry and Tyra (even if you’re still trying to forget that first episode of season two), and Jason, and the new kids Luke and Vince and Jess and Becky and even Hastings, and the Riggins brothers, and Tim’s sacrifice. If I am not careful, I will list them all. They feel like old friends. The rest of this book does a better job of talking about all of them, and what they meant to various writers, than I would. I feel like I’m too close to them.


    With all the kids around, it’s worth remembering the anchors of the show, “Coach and Mrs. Coach,” a walking refutation to the maxim that a television couple is only interesting if they’re not together. I am not the least bit ashamed to admit that, as a newly married man, I have studiously watched Eric and Tami and used them as a model for my upcoming years of marriage. I’ve learned to be patient, to be reasonable, to be understanding, to share, to compromise and, in a pinch, to just be quiet and listen. Every marriage I ever see on television, in movies, anywhere in popular media, is always unhappy or fraught with betrayal, or so cartoonish as to keep reminding me that it’s fictional. Not here. I want the Taylors to be my parents, and I want to be them as parents. It might even be cool to carry around a whistle.


    Everyone has a favorite character, though, and mine, perhaps not surprisingly, is Matt, a kinda nerdy, almost average kid when we first meet him who ends up being sort of Dillon’s version of Job. Yet, through it all, he remains strong, and willful, and, yes, hopeful. He’s gonna need that strength and will and hope, too, if he’s gonna be Coach’s son-in-law.


    But there I go again, talking about everyone like they’re my friends, like they exist, like we’ve all known each other for years. That’s what Friday Night Lights inspires: the sense that it is real life, only heightened, with a logical narrative. And that’s what brings out emotions that are dulled by the daily runaround, and lets them feel true, feel pure, feel raw. This is the way I want the world to be. This is the way the world should be.


    Again, though: You know all this. So just dig in to this book, relive all your favorite moments, visit with old friends. This book, in a way, is sort of like a yearbook; part of me wants to have everyone from Dillon sign it for me, to remember all the good times, to see them next year, have a great summer! I feel like I can pop on over and have them do it, too. I really do.


    Plus, reading about Friday Night Lights is far less likely to make me cry than watching Friday Night Lights. Which I do even still, when I’ve seen every episode so many times. But don’t tell anyone. Least of all my dad. I’ll just claim my underwear’s too tight.


    Will Leitch


    June 2011

  


  
    

    Texas Forever


    
Friday Night Lights and the Quest for Authenticity


    ADAM WILSON


    1. But What Does Matt Saracen Dream About?


    I’m a Reagan baby, a product of recession, later reared in the economically secure Clinton nineties, in a McMansioned suburb of the Eastern Seaboard. In nearby Boston, the athletes of interest preside in professional Parks and Gardens. They are televised, billboarded, extra-life-sized for us aesthetes to admire as we turn, finally, from our dissertations, to catch the last inning or quarter, becoming vicarious Americans, populist fist-pumpers in the soft reflection of our plasma flat screens.


    My own sports career ended at fifteen, soon after my discoveries of breasts and marijuana—plus, my postpubic body’s physiological rejection of the command, “Run laps.” I attended a large public high school known for its high rate of alumni acceptance into Harvard and for its unattractive cheerleaders. Once at a basketball game, a rival school’s fans chanted, “Who Let the Dogs Out” when our Lady-Lions took the court.


    The school was demographically diverse: half Jewish, one-quarter genius-Asian, 5 percent bussed-in black kids, and a small minority of miscellaneous Christians—“We killed Christ” was a popular cafeteria taunt aimed at the one Gentile among my friends. Dillon, Texas, this was not. Our football coach smartly nixed the ambitious passing game in favor of an all-run offense that was “less embarrassing.” We had no sandy-haired, steel-eyed Tim Riggins to root for. No tragic Smash Williams, whose shattered knee meant shattered dreams. Not even a heroic survivor like Jason Street to prod spirit into our allegiance-less hearts. We’d never heard of a rally girl, and had certainly never imagined she might bear any resemblance to lovely Lyla or tawdry Tyra.[1]


    Still, one makes do. When it comes to social strata in American public schools, life has no choice but to imitate, if not art, then at least John Hughes movies. Our football players held top position in the high school hierarchy. They wore jerseys over ties on game day, took creatine, shotgunned beers, spoke with put-on Boston accents, had bonfires at “The Point,” rode dad-bought Jeep Wranglers down our mean suburban streets. They even whacked freshmen with wooden paddles a la Dazed and Confused.


    Sensitive stoners like me hung girl-less at the edge of the party, colluding in the mass self-delusion that this was a football team, that this was a party. We watched with envy as our outsized peers spat cheap game to the glitter-lipped girls. It was not what I had in mind.


    College was better, but marginally. I attended a second-tier private university where half the students rode the predental track in a race of immeasurably boring, if well-groomed, horses. If nothing else, they had nice smiles. At least some percentage participated in the Animal House-inspired performance art piece entitled, “Drink until you’re blind; make out with anything that moves.”


    Our football team was named after a circus elephant. We battled other comically mascotted schools: Camels, White Mules, Polar Bears, Ephs, and, intriguingly, Lord Jeff’s. Attendance was higher at girls’ soccer. Still, there was a football frat. They did football frat things, like punch and vomit, haze and sexually harass. Our quarterback even courted our class’ token celebrity, an actress acknowledged less for her acting abilities than for her impressively muscled butt cheeks.


    I once saw the two of them, arms linked, slow-strolling frat row like demented royalty, crowned by crooked baseball caps, surrounded by an entourage of adoring, cargo-pantsed yes-men. Looking back I think: how deeply ingrained our American myths; even the most privileged among us feel inclined to act them out.


    I, too, acted out fantasies, though not the sexual ones I’d imagined with my previously mentioned classmate. But my sports career was resuscitated on the school’s greeneries, where I discovered the joyous exercise in inebriated hand-eye coordination commonly known as keg-softball. I captained a team of fringe weirdos and druggies called The Flying Heads. Our ragtag band of misfits was meant to beat the evil football frat in a miraculous come-from-behind victory a la every sports film from Bad News Bears on. Unfortunately, half the Heads ingested psychedelic mushrooms before the game. We saw balls where there was only sky. It was a landslide loss.


    Still, we beat on, bats against the current. I hit my first “over-the-fence” home run in May 2004, just prior to graduation, a feat that’s slow-trot muscle memory carried me lazily through two years of post collegiate unemployment.


    I spent the first year lonely in Austin, Texas, searching for versions of the Middle South I’d seen in films from Spaghetti Westerns to Richard Linklater’s Slacker. This world was not to be found. No sweet-drawling diner waitress ever whispered my name. No hipster-barista offered to buy me a coffee while I deconstructed Faulkner. No señorita sauteed pork loin in my kitchenette wearing only a T-shirt, hips and hair swaying to the sound of some distant, inaudible salsa.


    I did, however, briefly hold a job that involved standing for eight straight hours at a highway exit ramp holding a giant orange arrow. I did learn what a “prison burrito” is (Doritos mixed with dry ramen noodles). I did live in a neighborhood where parts of Friday Night Lights would later be shot.


    Eventually my car got stolen. I ran out of money.


    Knowing no other narrative to fall back on, I moved to New York City to become a writer. Endured “hardships” commonly proliferated by indie films: bookstore employment, whiskey-posing, cockroaches, squandered romance. Spent Saturdays honing stories of small tragedy, overwrought, filled with Seinfeld-aping observational humor and fantastical oral sex.


    I watched Friday Night Lights for the first time in my studio apartment, bedridden by the idiocy of avoiding a flu shot. Some cable channel had the first season on marathon so sick boys like myself could feel the pull of pigskin, forget our ailing, gene-weak bodies amidst the rush of Panther pride and the knowledge that no woman in a million years will ever out-MILF Ms. Tami Taylor.


    Which is all to say: When I lie in bed at night and imagine white-bearded God making his earthly presence known at the foot of my futon, he asks, “And what is your deepest desire, young man?” I say, “Lord of all things, king of the universe, purveyor of rain, and pain, and occasional love, would you be so kind as to turn me into Tim Riggins?”


    Suddenly, I have morphed into the Panther fullback himself: majestic in blue and gold, #33, cheekbones the product of seriously intelligent design, sweat-wet locks hanging freely from my helmet; clear eyes, full heart, and Tyra, Lyla, and all the other Dillon Debbies, and debutantes, and dirty, flirty rally girls, watching with want as I strut to the huddle, back-pat Matt Saracen, move my beautiful body to the line of scrimmage, Texas forever.


    2. Real Americans


    My generation is obsessed with authenticity. We backpack to the far reaches of civilization in search of land untarnished by tourism. Read nonfiction with scrupulous eyes, wary of deception from the next James Frey. Use San Marzano tomatoes in our sauce. Lionize bands only after the singer has committed suicide. Spend big bucks on high-end vintage clothing, then scoff at those wearing cheaper, faux-vintage duds. Speculate on the scriptedness of reality shows. Correct our parents’ pronunciation of foreign words—“The ‘J’ is silent, Dad!”


    A psychoanalyst might posit that we are a generation overcompensating for what we perceive to be our own lack of authenticity. That global-techno-culture and late capitalism have irreversibly blurred the lines between reality and virtual reality, between art and commerce, between love and the syrupy, shallow version of it perpetuated by Hollywood and Hallmark. That, amidst this barrage of force-fed narratives, we must grasp, in futility, for any terra firma. The layman might say we are a generation of pretentious assholes.


    These analyses hold especially true of people with my shared background: white, educated, upper middle class, and burdened by the guilt of all three. To wit:


    One house on my block was smaller than the others. It had cheap siding and was surrounded on all sides by a chain-link fence. A barking dog was chained to the fence. A rusty car was up on blocks in the driveway. Shirtless blond boys hovered. My family called these people “The Real Americans.”


    The implication being that everyone else we knew—ourselves included—were “Fake Americans.” Our high school had a “fake” football team, “fake” cheerleaders. Even our most attractive girls were surgically enhanced in the breasts and noses, literally fake. My friends and I would talk about Real America like it was some distant land, war-torn but beautiful. A place where sadness was earned, and everyone got laid.


    I fetishized our Real American neighbors, watched them with equal parts envy and earnest curiosity. They weren’t particularly interesting to watch. They rode bikes and watched TV and had barbeques in the summer. They didn’t seem any happier or sadder or drunker or sexier or smarter or handsomer or uglier than anyone else I knew. They weren’t special. I came to the difficult but paradoxically self-elevating conclusion that these “Real” Real Americans weren’t like the “Fake” Real Americans in movies. Unlike, say, tenderhearted Steel Town running back Tom Cruise in All the Right Moves, a poet’s soul wasn’t buried deep beneath the veneer of philistinism. The realization was difficult because it meant the death of certain romantic notions. It was also self-elevating because it meant I wasn’t missing out on anything. Or was I?


    When I moved to Austin it was in search of this Real America, in search of a way either to realize or definitively destroy my Real American fantasy. When H.G. Bissinger wrote the book Friday Night Lights, his exposé of high-school-football-obsessed Odessa, Texas, he, too, was in search of authenticity, in search of uneasy truths overlooked by Hollywood. The book’s harsh light stripped the shiny gloss from Texas high school football, displaying the traumas and exploitations that scaffold this celebrated pastime.


    But for readers of my background, the book held another, inadvertent effect. It worked to alleviate the perpetually itchy idea that life would be better had we been born with golden throwing arms in place of our silver spoons.


    Bissinger’s book told us we were wrong. That being QB1 wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. It told of injuries, Jesus indoctrination, horrible racism, insurmountable pressure. What’s more, Bissinger revealed that glory itself is short-lived. At eighteen you’re burnt. Life ends. The beautiful cheerleader has become a pregnant beast. Your scholarship has been revoked. Your career prospects are unpromising. You’ll never leave Odessa.


    Unintentionally, Friday Night Lights the book presented a vision of rural life in America that confirmed the worst fears of the urban bourgeoisie, thus further solidifying the status quo. And though the book contains its share of highly sympathetic characters—well drawn, brimming with humanity—the overall impression is of Texas as an alien land, curiously foreign, its hats and spurs as exotic as an African tribesman’s drooping ears.


    When Peter Berg made Friday Night Lights into a film, there was concern from both the book’s fans and arbiters of highbrow authenticity that the studio would strip Bissinger’s book of the grittiness that made it great, made it real. That Hollywood would turn Bissinger’s downer of a book into some bullshit-romantic treatise on the resilience of the human spirit. Glory would be glorified; they’d airbrush out the sadness to aid in mass digestion.


    This concern wasn’t completely justified; the film includes a hair-raising scene of domestic violence and ends on a less-than-hopeful losing note. Still, the transformation from book to film, from nonfiction to fiction, from cultural investigation to commercial commodity, reeked of artistic and journalistic compromise.


    When NBC decided to adapt Friday Night Lights for TV, these same purists (read: snobs) pounded fists against the wall. TV, the story goes, does not deal in art or journalism. It does not deal in complexity or subtlety. It manipulates, tricks. It is untrustworthy. It is cheap, trashy, exploitative. It is glaringly unrealistic.


    This broad-spectrum criticism of the medium itself is pompous and ignorant, of course, but it also points to a growing and problematic tendency among contemporary highbrow culture critics, a tendency to confuse high-budget fidelity with artfulness, verisimilitude with authenticity, “grittiness” with emotional truth. Only when something “feels real” is it deemed worthy of inclusion into the contemporary canon.


    Friday Night Lights occupies an odd place in a TV world that likes its commodities easily categorized. Hour-long dramas (comedies demand a separate discussion) on HBO, Showtime, and AMC have high production values, limited commercial interruptions, swearing, and in many cases, nudity. It is for these shallow signifiers of high art that shows on these channels are branded “Good TV,” regardless of actual qualitative measures like writing and acting. Think of The Wire, perhaps the hippest and most beloved series of the current era, whose Bissinger-esque unsparing grotesquerie and attention to issues like race, education, and politics appear to have blinded the show’s fans (I am among them) to its hit-or-wildly-miss acting and its glaringly ridiculous plot elements (e.g., all of season five).


    Networks like NBC, with their commercial interruptions, lack of swearing and nudity, and populist pandering to broader audiences, produce what is commonly referred to as “Trash,” or “Bad TV.” The finest of these specimens—addictive melodramas like Lost—find themselves whacked with backhanded tags like “guilty pleasure.”


    Friday Night Lights’ lo-fi, hi-def handi-cam look, nonfictional roots, and willingness to engage seriously in heavy thematic material—the Iraq War, race, class, etc.—suggest the show might easily cross over into the “Good TV” pantheon. But Friday Night Lights’ emphatic un-realisticness—its embrace of cliché and its disinterest in sticking to the facts provided by its paperback predecessor—makes this a difficult argument to make against detractors who think all TV that doesn’t adhere to the HBO/Showtime/AMC formula is trash.


    3. What We Talk About When We Talk About Tim Riggins


    What I’m getting at is that to try to read the show Friday Night Lights as a work of realism—a twice-watered-down reproduction of a journalistic text—is both to misread it and to be disappointed by it.


    This is not to say that the show doesn’t contain realistic elements or make use of realist techniques. On the contrary, Friday Night Lights’ handheld camera style makes the show feel like a documentary. Same goes for the casting of actors such as Jessie Plemons (Landry Clarke), whose acne-scarred face marks him as distinctly unplastic, distinctly “real.” But by giving the show this docu-realist feel, Friday Night Lights’ creators have inadvertently armed skeptic viewers with an expectation of realistic-ness, an expectation that the show will stick closely to its nonfiction roots.


    This expectation most certainly cannot be fulfilled by a show whose cast includes actresses like Minka Kelly, who is clearly ten years older in real life than her character, Lyla, a high school student; a show in which the plotlines include a mysteriously never-spoken-of-again murder committed by one of its main characters, and the exponentially improbable courtship by that same character of a woman so far out of his league she’s doing end zone dances at the Super Bowl while he’s stuck in Pop Warner; a show whose reliable husband ultimately apologizes to his wife every single time he’s done something wrong, and even sometimes when he hasn’t; a show whose romantic lead belongs to a level of handsomeness so far above that of the average human male that it’s unclear whether he was birthed from a human womb or sprung immaculately from the head of some teen-girl-Zeus’ sexual fantasy.


    All of which begs the question: if we can’t assess the quality of this show based on its approximation of real life, how then can we assess it? If it isn’t an attempt at realism, what is it?


    To my eye, Friday Night Lights draws from a number of traditions that date back as far Greek myths, the New Testament, the fairy tale, and the literary epic. Tim Riggins is a Christlike figure with his long hair and the way he suffers for the sins of others (namely his brother, Billy). Surely it is no accident that he wears number thirty-three. Like Don Quixote, Riggins rides the open plains—he’s traded his horse for a pickup—saving damsels in distress. Like Odysseus, he has reigned victorious on the battlefield but must fight off sirens on his long trek home. Like Luke Skywalker, he is an orphan who learns the art of living from a proverb-spouting master. Like Cinderella, he was raised by trollish and insufferable relatives. Like Don Juan, he spreads female thighs with but a wink of his sea-blue eyes. Like Poseidon, Riggins literally controls the tides. Consider: West Texas is barren, dry. Tumbleweeds pass like old lovers, whispering harsh hellos. Rain gods are prayed to; prayers are denied. Yet how many times have we seen Riggins standing in a storm, soaking wet for our sins, awaiting the rejuvenating kiss of some fair maiden?


    And like Sir Galahad, Riggins is on a quest for a holy grail.


    As Friday Night Lights is a modern show in a postmodern world, Riggins’ quest is not for some tangible object—a trophy, say, though he wants that, too—but for an elusive intangible. But like my younger, soul-searching self, and like my generational compatriots in search of authenticity, the tragedy of Tim Riggins is his futile quest for an immaterial concept, for our old friend Real America; he is searching for something called “Texas Forever.”


    4. Pulling Out of Here to Win


    In almost every movie about athletes in a small town, the protagonist’s goal is to escape from it. In All the Right Moves, Tom Cruise needs a football scholarship so he can avoid a lifetime in the steel mill. In Varsity Blues, James Van Der Beek needs a football scholarship so he can major in Women’s Studies at Brown. And not just athletes; in 8 Mile Eminem must hone his rap skills in order to escape the fate of his trailer park; in Good Will Hunting, Matt Damon must get a corporate job so he can stop wasting his genius doing construction.


    The towns presented in these films are blue collar, and the implication seems to be that working-class life has its quiet charms but is ultimately unsatisfactory for anyone with “talent.” And though this hackneyed narrative might, on the surface, seem inspirational for the small-town boy who wants to be the first in his family to go to college, or the barrio princess who dreams of being a NASA scientist, it also quietly affirms the status quo; it condescends by painting red-state America as “one-horse” and outdated, a place unsuitable for the chosen few who, like Jacob, were simply born with dubious birthrights.


    Television shows are less drawn to the “getting out” narrative, for the simple reason that “getting out” is antithetical to a show’s goal of continuing week after week, season after season. The clichéd ending, in which we view our hero escaping, Springsteen-style, in a rusty Ford, winding down the highway into the promise of American opportunity, is only possible in the very final episode of a show. Most TV show creators want their shows to be picked up by the network, year after year, and are, by nature, more interested in creating a plurality of open-ended scenarios. In this, TV is possibly the only art form that mirrors real life—at least in the midst of a show’s run—by allowing narratives to pile up on one another, allowing conflicts to remain extendedly unresolved.


    Think of Matt Saracen. His arc at first appears to fit the traditional “getting out” model. But by nature of the show’s continuity we are able to confront the consequences of “getting out.” We are able to see that escape itself is no solution, but only the door to different problems. We see that assimilation into the urban, educated world is not always desirable. This is why Saracen returns from Chicago—at least for a while—to Grandma, and Julie, and the harsh beauty of the Texas plains that offer their own, multifaceted appeal.


    Saracen, of course, is not the show’s only character. It is to Friday Night Lights’ great credit, though, that among the show’s many characters, we are privy to a wide array of dreams and realities, not all of them trite or obvious. Within the show’s many households we see nuanced delineations of class and strata rarely examined on American television (The Wire, perhaps, being the strongest exception). Not only that, but we are presented with a variety of family structures—one parent, two parents, no parent, parent in Iraq leaving kid with senile grandma, etc.—that do well to represent contemporary America’s movement beyond the nuclear family.


    Consider the socioeconomic diversity of these characters in relation to their counterparts on Gossip Girl, where one is either an heiress or “from Williamsburg.” Or on The O.C., where only by infiltrating the bourgeoisie can Ryan create a “good life” for himself.


    These shows view class as distinctly black or white, rich or poor, employer or employee, mud-covered or glamorous. “Poor” characters are signified by ragged clothing, disintegrating homes, and a disposition to alcoholism. “Rich” characters are signified by the accessories of high fashion, luxurious mansions, and also, oddly, by a disposition to alcoholism. Rarely do we see a lower-middle-class family, like the Taylors, satisfied with its cultural lot, dressed normally, and moderate in its use of alcohol. At its best Friday Night Lights portrays the complexity of contemporary American life with true candor, sans concession to ratings-raising melodrama.


    Take the way Friday Night Lights dealt with Matt Saracen’s Iraq-stationed father. There was no “special Iraq episode,” complete with teary good-byes and underlying political commentary about the importance of supporting our troops. Neither was there equal and opposite left-wing indoctrination, with the show making its point about the idiocy of Bush and the evil father who has abandoned his son so he can kill innocents overseas.


    Rather, Saracen’s father is a complex figure, morally gray. He is a character who has made difficult choices and continues to do so. A character who is allowed the nobility of self-contradiction.


    Likewise, Tim Riggins may be a demigod, but the stark contrast between Riggins’ blessed bone structure and the pocked cheeks of Landry Clarke alone illuminates Landry’s humanity, positions him as relatable, “real.” If Riggins is our über-mensch, then Landry is the everyman: smart but not a genius, ugly but not hideous, sad but not suicidal. Like Riggins, he transcends the boundaries of class and location to become a universally recognizable archetype without sacrificing the warts and idiosyncrasies that prevent him from becoming a cliché.


    5. Texas Forever


    But back to Riggins. Tim Riggins has no particular interest in “getting out.” He accompanied Jason Street to New York and it wasn’t for him. He tried college at San Antonio State and dropped out before he’d even arrived on campus. He’s attempted a number of professions that might have eased his slide into the white-collar world. Alas, he’s better off in cowboy boots.


    What Riggins wants, in fact, is something far more complex than money or status, wine or women. What he wants is so complex, so poetically vague and out of reach, that he can’t even explain what it is in any way other than to stare at a sunset and say, “Texas Forever” in a way that makes us understand he both paradoxically already has what he wants—a Texas sunset, wind in his hair—and never will, because what he wants is only a feeling, and it’s fleeting.


    Which is not to say that Tim Riggins doesn’t also long for certain discrete solutions. He would like a supportive family, a loving lady, and enough money to keep him out of trouble, comfortable in the business of fixing cars and drinking beer. But as in any great Western, these material wants pale in comparison to Riggins’ true desire, which is the mystical and metaphorical place called Texas Forever, a place whose appeal lies partly in the unspoken profundity of its landscape—the wide roads and wider skies—and partly in the notions of liberty and freedom upon which, as the saying goes, this country was founded.


    6. Dreams from My Father


    Here’s my family’s origin myth: My father flew into New York from London in 1976, on the day before the celebration of the Bicentennial. Twin Towers loomed like silver stalks amidst a pink horizon. First meal was at Tom’s Restaurant, which was not yet the Seinfeld Restaurant. The waitress called him “honey.” He thought, “America.”


    He stayed on. Saw Springsteen sing “Rosalita” to a half-empty crowd at the Palladium. Saw Chris Chambliss lift one into the left-field bleachers. When he returned to England he carried this romantic America the way one carries a beloved paperback whose actual text has been buried by the inference of the cracked cover, the dog-eared corporality of the pages.


    Later he met my American mother, fell in love, returned to the United States to declare his nuptial vows, procreate.


    In 1983, a year after my birth, Twentieth Century Fox released the film All The Right Moves. This film became my father’s point of reference for all things Real American: a bluesy dirge on the American condition. Both beautiful and tragic, All The Right Moves carried its own quiet poetry in the filmic shots of flatlands littered with steel mills, like something out of D.H. Lawrence.


    My family cast its net in suburbia, reeled in the accessories of upper-middle-class life: Japanese cars, cable TV, my own enrollment in a highly ranked public school. But as they built a particular America of their own, my father still held dear his Bicentennial/Tom Cruise-inspired notion of Real America. He watched every single John Hughes movie, imagined himself substituted for the various romantic leads, dolled up for the prom, parting wavy hair in a grease-stained mirror, parting the virginal thighs of some midwestern beauty in the back of her father’s Ford. It helped that my redheaded mother bore an uncanny resemblance to Molly Ringwald.


    My father never attended a prom and will regret it—half-jokingly—for the rest of his life. I did attend a prom. There were no slow dances, or tender kisses, or hymens ecstatically un-tethered from their owners. I woke on a motel room floor with a massive hangover and the feeling that romance was a sham propagated by Hollywood.


    So in a way—and maybe this is what I’m getting at—though I attended an actual prom, I still share my father’s prom fantasy, the fantasy that life can be like a John Hughes film, that life can be like Friday Night Lights, that there is such a place as Real America. It is a harmless fantasy, but painful. It is painful because it illuminates the tragedy of American life: we will never live up to the myths we have created for ourselves.


    In this, we are all Tim Riggins, looking longingly at the horizon. Yet my father and I (and my brother and mother, too) return always to tune in, set our gazes upon the immortal and infinitely rewatchable Dillon Panthers; we clear our eyes, and fill up our hearts, and hope against hope that the moment won’t end. If that’s not Real America, I don’t know what is.


    
      FOOTNOTES


      [1] In fairness to my female classmates, I must make the concession that no high school students anywhere look like Minka Kelly and Adrianne Palicki, who even in season one were at least five years above high school age.

    

  


  
    Really, Tim Riggins is Dillon, Texas: He’s rough around the edges, but heartfelt and emotional in the center. He’s often a giant mess in the macro sense, but he’s always ready to do the right thing for the people he cares about. Dillon might be a hostile place to be if you’re involved in the football culture, but the town itself is so unique in its sense of community and togetherness, even in the most difficult of times. So in the end, while everyone else decides to keep Dillon in their hearts, Tim does what he does best: Finds a new place to live inside Dillon’s limits.


    —Cory Barker, “Friday Night Lights 5.13 ‘Always’ Review,” TVOvermind.com

  


  
    

    
      
WHY WE LOVE . . . Character Series from the Washington Post’s Jen Chaney


    


    WHY WE LOVE


    . . . Tim Riggins


    Tim Riggins is damn sexy.


    Actually, that doesn’t quite do him justice. Let’s try that again.


    Tim Riggins is what raw sensuality looks like when it puts on a football jersey and maintains a blood alcohol content well above the legal limit. The tousled hair, the one-night-stand-in-the-bedroom eyes, that devil-may-care twang in his voice: these are the reasons female lust was invented.


    Seemingly every woman in Dillon, Texas, with a functioning libido knows this, and Riggins takes full advantage of that fact. Hot high school chicks with stripper sisters, single moms with precocious sons, single bartender moms and their daughters, cheerleaders with strong Christian values—yeah, Riggins has hit all of that. And yet he most frequently returned to Lyla Garrity, that aforementioned responsible cheerleader, for reasons that should be obvious: she was the only girl in Dillon with a mouth as pretty as the one that sits right below Tim Riggins’ pert and equally attractive nose.


    But the fact that Billy Riggins’ baby brother is smokin’ hot, while certainly a notable fact, is not the reason we love Tim Riggins.


    We love Tim Riggins because he’s a drunken, often homeless fool who occasionally does the right thing. Because he’s impulsive enough to celebrate buying a hydraulic lift at auction by following it up with the unnecessary purchase of a Texas longhorn steer. Because he can wear plaid shirts and cowboy hats and still look like a sex god. And because he is willing to make a major sacrifice for his brother and his newborn nephew, even when no one tells him that he should. (Was there anyone during that end-of-season-four moment who wasn’t screaming at their TV: “Don’t do it, Tim. You don’t deserve jail time. You need to remain a free, frequently fornicating man!”)


    In essence, we love Tim Riggins because when we ask ourselves WWRD—What Would Riggins Do?— sometimes the answer comes back: adopt a puppy on behalf of an essentially fatherless girl and name that little dog Skeeter.


    There isn’t enough room in this book to list all the reasons why we love this guy, so here are just a few.


    
      	Tim Riggins is proof that drunkenness and football practice can occasionally, albeit unadvisedly, mix.


      	Only Riggins would have the cojones—or, more accurately, the inebriated stupidity—to stand up at the Dillon Panthers roast and attempt this joke: “Hey, how about Matt Saracen sleeping with Coach’s daughter?”


      	Riggins is the kind of guy who still wants to believe in his dad, even when it’s patently obvious he stole Coach Eric Taylor’s video camera.


      	Tim Riggins might not have appeared to be listening when Landry Clarke read Of Mice and Men, in its entirety, to him. But he still busted out a B-minus on his book report. And he even showed his appreciation by being the only guy who dared to applaud at Landry’s Crucifictorious show.


      	When the woman he loved decided to host a radio show that explored the faith she takes so seriously, he honored her religious commitment . . . by calling into the show, pretending to be a girl named Tina from Waco, and confessing that Jesus is “so hot.”


      	After living with the ultracreepy Ferret Guy (and taking care of ferrets Roscoe and Coltrane), Riggins became the ultimate Fonzie to the Taylors’ Cunninghams by briefly becoming their housemate. Con of this situation: he tried to drink their beer and watch their pay-per-view porn. Pro: he was the best big brother Julie never had.
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