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readers, for it is we who must recognize Blake'’s imagina-
tive deallegorizing” (111), his abuse of contexts to deliver
us from the encrusted orthodoxies embedded in those
contexts and clogging the visionary line.

Blake and Spenseris a subtle and highly unified ex-
ample of contextual criticism at its best. But of course
the contexts have not been exhausted. As with Frye's
Fearful Symmetry, whose presuppositions guide Gleck-
ner throughout, the book’s thoroughgoing unity hides
certain fissures. What, for example, keeps Blake's use of
allegory from becoming allegory? Gleckner would re-
spond that Los’s “‘system’ self-destructs into a “‘system-
atic antisystemizing”’ that questions its own need of lan-
guage: “Los’s ‘system,’ I submit, is the allegorical antial-
legory” (111). But what do we make of the names Urizen,
Luvah, Los and the rest? Are they not ““named’'? Again,
Gleckner would come back with the Romantic distinc-
tion between allegory and symbol (*“Vision™), but this
unresolved point brings us to another quibble. Despite
his denial of “‘system” —which would distance him from
Frye — Gleckner relies on the founding assumption of ar-
chetypal theory: that of a “total order of words” or of the
worc{ within the Word (see 157). Yet this “transcendental
signified” situates Gleckner's critical method firmly
within the tradition (system) of philosophical idealism.
Whether this tradition best illuminates Blake’s work — it
certainly offers one important context — is not the point.
Rather, Gleckner's privileging of method over theory, his
rejection of system, reveals his affiliation with the older
New Criticism and its built-in suspicion of history and
temporality. Ultimately Gleckner's methodology con-
tains Blake within the categories of formalism, even if it
is the cosmic formalism of Frye's verbal universe.

True to the value of the New Critical enterprise,
however, Gleckner’s anti-system rhetoric does not ne-
gate the often brilliant readings in the book. And he cer-
tainly breaks new ground in his treatment of the Spenser
painting, combining a thorough understanding of
Blake'’s poetry with a sure grasp of the mechanics of his
art. As an application of the best that has been thought
and said about Blake, Blake and Spenser is without
blame. If Gleckner had acknowledged the philosophical
underpinnings of his work, and the essential but partial
understanding it affords, Blake and Spenser would be so
tightly woven of insight and self-critical awareness that
neither praise nor blame could mar it.

Abby Robinson. The Dick and Jane. New
York: Dell, 1985. 237 pp. Hard cover,
$14.95/Paper, $3.50.

Reviewed by Morris Eaves

Standard histories of the subject maintain that detective
fiction begins in 1841— before the word “detective” is in
use —with Poe’s adventures of C. Auguste Dupin as nar-
rated by his sidekick. Later in the century, Doyle success-
fully imitated Poe’s formula, replacing Dupin and the
narrator with Holmes and Watson. In the early 1920s,
even before Doyle had quite finished with Holmes, a vir-
tual school of British “mystery” writing, of which
Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers are central in-
stances, engendered the Poirot-at-the-manor, Sellers-at-
the-vicarage kind of story sometimes known as classical
or golden-age detective fiction. At nearly the same mo-
ment, out of American pulp magazines like the legend-
ary Black Mask came Dashiell Hammett and Raymond
Chandler, central writers of the so-called hardboiled
school, which used violence, sex, and tough talk to
charge up the old elements. The development of the
form, or forms, from Poe to the present has been cumu-
lative. All the main branches are still alive and well,
though the Holmes line has for the most part become a
branch of children’s literature —appropriately enough,
since it began as a refinement of the Victorian boy’s ad-
venture story.

As critics like George Grella have shown (“Murder
and Manners: The Formal Detective Novel,”” Nove/ 4
[1970]: 30-48, and “Murder and the Mean Streets: The
Hard-Boiled Detective Novel,” Contempora 1 [1970],
6-15), the plot structure of detective fiction has always
roamed up and down a spectrum between quest ro-
mance, for the adventure, and comedy, for the love inter-
est. The Poe-Doyle formula is usually romance, with
comic elements, if present, present merely to ratify a
successful quest, as when Holmes’s successful battle
against man and serpent at Stoke Moran liberates the
stepdaughter from the bestial stepfather so she can
marry the wimp who had suspected that her fears were
all hysterical. In the classical English-style mystery asso-
ciated with Agatha Christie, structural priorities are
more often reversed to favor comedy. Christie’s stories
frequently leave one with the feeling that her detectives
and sidekicks are knights and squires trapped in comed-
ies of manners, while the process of eliminating suspects
one by one almost replaces the episodic confrontations
one expects in a romance —and gets, in the running bat-
tle between Holmes and Moriarty, for instance. The pro-
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tracted s'accuse drawing-room scenes that often end
Christie’s novels, like the mannered love-debate into
which Sayers guides Peter Wimsey and Harriet Vane for
the conclusion of Gaudy Night, thus seem structurally
closer to something out of Congreve or Wilde than to
the after-the-fact explanations by Holmes to Watson
back at 221B Baker Street, which have more the flavor of
ritual heroic bragging after great deeds.

Hardboiled detective fiction returns to romance
structures with a vengeance and with irony. Not that
irony is missing in the classical formula, which after all
uses a corpse to signal the need for a detective, who is by
definition tardy. But this irony is often not as ironic as it
sounds, since the deceased is frequently guilty anyway,
of nasty vices if not of crimes. In any case, hardboiled de-
tection makes the most of the ironic possibilities to
create (mainly) subverted romances. The reliable digit
with which Hercule Poirot could point out #4e culprit
turns into the fickle finger of a markedly lower-case fate.

Perhaps the most pungent irony turns up in the use
of language. Holmes can turn a phrase now and then,
and the crafty dialogue through which Christie samples
the English class system is a major factor in pushing her
plots away from romantic toward satiric comedy. Even
more generally, in detective fiction a “red herring” is as
often a misleading way with words as a misleading object
or event. But it is the role of intellection in detective fic-
tion, both inside, through the thematic emphasis on the
mental processes epitomized in the detective’s methods
(Poe’s “‘ratiocination,” Doyle's “deduction”), and out-
side, in the reader’s hypothetical participation in these
processes, that makes language a focus of attention from
the start. The vindication of the hero often amounts to
a vindication of someone’s language. The intellectual
fantasies through which creative intellection is identi-
fied with ruling-class language helped to maintain the
deeply conservative bias of early and classical detective
fiction.

Scratch intellectual fantasy and you may find intel-
lectual satire. Now, elements of satire had always been
present in the language of detective fiction, and at least
one recent writer, Rick Eden (“Detective Fiction as
Satire,” Genre 16 [1983]): 279-95), has gone so far as to
propose that the fundamental structure of the detective
story is not romantic or comic but ironic-satiric (in Frye's
sense of the term). The verbal humiliation of police in-
spectors by detectives like Dupin and Holmes borders on
intellectual satire. There is elementary satire in the cog-
itations and counter-cogitations of Holmes and Moriar-
ty, and, if Doyle had seen fit to explore the implications
of “Professor” in ‘‘Professor Moriarty,” there would have
been a great deal more. It is easy to forget how thorough-
ly at home intellectual satire is in romance. The battle of
wits between Moses and the sorcerers of Pharoah, for the

purposes of determining who is the true philosopher, as
it were, is a familiar early instance.

All this is by way of providing some context for one
of the trademarks of hardboiled detective fiction, tough
talk, and its compressed form, the wisecrack. The classi-
cal formula of Agatha Christie had evolved quietly out
of the materials passed along by Poe and Doyle. But the
American hardboiled novel evolves adolescent-fashion,
by a series of noisy self-declared reactions, one of the
noisiest of which is linguistic. By energizing the linguis-
tic surface of detective fiction as never before, Hammett,
Chandler, and followers create an extraordinary amal-
gam of quest romance with intellectual satire. Predict-
ably, one target of the satire is the language of its own
competitor, classical detective fiction, which is by impli-
cation the phony language of an effete social order.

The satirical norm characteristic of much hard-
boiled detection is concocted from a number of already
available oppositions, such as the foreign snob versus the
American plain dealer, that were long-exploited Amer-
ican literary formulas for relocating true wit in (some
version of ) the language of the unprivileged: not Lord
Peter's but Sam Spade’s and Philip Marlowe's. In his es-
say “The Simple Art of Murder,” which sets some kind
of record for naive and contradictory theorizing, Chan-
dler was no doubt speaking for many more than himself
in claiming that changing the language was part of a
sweeping change that writers of his kind of detective
story were making from the ideal to the real.

From this vantage point, the easiest satire for hard-
boiled fiction to offer is the anti-aristocratic sort, where
hot air always seems to come from folks with upperclass
pretensions: if they grow orchids and read Latin, they're
dangerous. Only a sucker would fail to hear the danger
signals in the courtly lingo of Mr. Gutman in Hammett's
Maltese Falcon, and Sam Spade is no sucker. To the ex-
tent that upperclass pretensions are intellectual preten-
sions, the satire offered up in hardboiled detection tends
to become anti-intellectual. Which brings us to the os-
tensible subject of this review, The Dick and‘]a};e‘ n
which, according to Cynthia Heimel, author of Sex Tips
for Girls, Abby Robinson *“has invented a furiously
funn hard-boil_cd genre of her own. " Brett Harvey, writ-
ing for The Village Voice, labels The Dick and Jane
“erotic fantasy.” Fair enough, if we don't overlook the in-
teresting twist that thc fantasy here, in the hardboiled
tradition, represents itself as reality while characterizing
the enemy as fantastical. The enemy, to anticipate in a
word, is Blake —not the Blake of An Island in the Moon
or the nasty notebook jingles, or even the metaphysical
Blake who wants people to change their intellectual
lives, but the Kahlil Gibran Blake.

Since, as the blurbs that I quoted indicate, there
seems to be some question about what Abby Robinson’s
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