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68 DICKENS QUARTERLY

Jerermy Tambling, Dickens' Navels as Loetry: Allegary and Literatyre
af the City. New Yok and London: Routedpe {Rouddedpe Studies in
Ninewenth-Century Liecrawre, 13}, 2015, Pp. vili + 238, $145,00; £90,00,

ctemy Tambling opens Dickens’ Novels a3 Portry in the preface-less

form we have come o expecr from him — in meding rer, and with nwo

fagmented sentences: “Dombey and Son {1846-8) 1n begin with, and

1y of the city. Firsr, the construction of the railway, rending former
squalar in owo, in a "wild' narurd process” (2). His Introductory thoughes at
onez recall the thetorical urgeney alicady witnessed in Dickens, Violenze and
the Madiers State (] 995) and Gaing Astmy: Dickens and Lovdon (2008). And,
at1he same time, they sisike Immediately 1o the core of his currene subject,
particularly as this passage mirrors the opening of A Chriinas Carof ~
“Marlcy was dead: 10 begin with” = which Tambling readsasa foreshadowing
of ihe dead man's revenant retsrn (117). We begin in the middic oflblngs.
this surly supgeus, because thereis no beginning, na singular origin or truth;
becausc duing so yiclds the familiar uncaanily loreign (and vice versal; and
because specch should be undersiood, from the very ouiset, as shadow-play.
The cichly unscuiling cffecr of chis crisical appraach underscores the ceninal
argument of Tambling's buok: that the poetic language in Dickens, which
emerges through varlous foems of allegory in the novels (dezams, jokes,
riddles. fevers, hallucinacions, curicatures, slips of the rongue, everyday
language), prevemss the narrative aricularion of 2 “socialised, unificd self™
{20). Tambling follows Whalier Benjamio in idemifying allegory as “preciscly
that which shows what cannoe be reconciled ing 2 system of thought™
(23} - ar, 3s Tambling writes ehsewhere, tha which is beyond, underncath,
“shifting, enigmaric, distorsed” (60), and wl tinacely representative of whae
Freud calls the “primary process.”

Dickens' Novels ar Poetry reads as a scintillating conversation with a
scholar markedly atruned 10 the peculiar thythms and unconsclous sics thae
distinguish the Dickent canon. The analysis is dense, sharp, and demanding,
and by the end of the book 1 feel a5 though, by some brilliant rrick, | have
just re-read afl the navels in the space of two-hundred pages, and with a
newly re-ardered atcention 1o their poctics of dissoludlon. 1 am will not
sure il | must call Dickens o poct [as oppased 10, sy, 1 pactic navelis) in
onder (0 appreciate the allegorical pulse of his writing — bue, in face, this
distinciinn docs not seem finally 1o £¢ the poine, Readers should not expect

16 find a bengthy literature review here (past schalasship on Dickens-as-

is harcly mentioned); and Tambling offers no thoroughgaing delineation
of his awn uses of the rerms “prose” and “poerry” uniil one-third of tlve
way intu the book, when a few key lines from Heidegger and T. $. Eliot
ate Invoked (75~G). Whar readers shoukd expect is 2 lvely and exhaustive
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post-structuralise analysis of the wensfon berween intelligibility (assoctated
with prose) and proundlessness {with pretry) in Dickens’s language, They
should look for this analysis to procerd with a discursive viriuosicy that maves
Huidly berween impressively broad comtexual readings (inter-novelissic,
inter-gencrtianal, inter-generic) and painscakingly close sciention to
form {down 10 the very kener); and they should anicipare thas Tambling,
in ultra-deconstructive mode, ofien shows ather than sefly - or, 1o usc the
language of the boak insclf, says withont saying. Throughout, Tambling
provides explasive clusters of names, ideas, and tmages thar call upon the
reader = just as he claims Dichens does - 1o perfucm the “imaginary work” of
supplying the ofien-unstated cffect of the grouping (48, 50). Tambling uscs
the term “rend™ to characterize allegory in Dickens (cited above): | would
use it to descrilsc Tambling's own writing, which thrives an excess, as well
as on the absences and disconnections that grow up orrnically amnngs the
accumulued materfals of his rescarch. This approach isat once ssimulating
and disoticnting, as the hbyrinihine associations drawn by the book cun
be difficult to parse - deliberarcly, meta-critically so, | ihink, Familiasicy
with Freud, Lacan, Heldepger and Benjamin (as well as Adomo, Hegel, and
Levinas, 10 lesser extent) s 3 requirement, as is some knowledge of the grear
tomes of Engfish literarure (throughour, fur insrance, Tamlling connects
Dickens with Joyce and Shakespeare — Hamer, espeially).

Pare 1 ("Wrising Styles: Romantic and Baroque”™) serves rwo primary
purposes: fiese, it makes 2 case for Dickens as a well-infarmed and decply
allusive writer, who draws frequently — if casually, almose impereepibly,
ac times — on English litcrary history; and, second, it claims that Dickers
inherits from the haroque tradition of the previous gencration the sz of
auicarure, which takes ts mose distilled form in che novels in the figure of
Quilp. The firse chaprer in this section will be of indispensible interest 1o
thnse wanting to ascertain what Dickens had on his bookshelf, and 1o vrack
moments in the novels when those other books make appeanances, emerging
afien in fint, ghastly form as evidence of'a lirerary unconscious in Dichens.
Tambling writes here in response to the ofi-cited 1872 review by G. H. Lewes
thar semarked upon the startling thinness of the author's personal libeaey:
while Tambling concedes thar Dickens did possess the philistine insularity
of his age, e argues thar the authar possessed an uncanny “urban awarencss”
(32) and, indced, sevealed a sharp aventiveness to preciscly those cultural
phennmena ~ higher literature, especially - that Lewes had repurted him o
lack. Mast compelling for me in this section are the connections ‘Tambling
draws berween Dickens and the Romantics: the material on Wordsworth,
Bleak FHowse, and mera-pocties is especially provacative (33 ~ 7). The
matetial on Quilp in chapeer 3 will be usclul 1o those traclng monstrosicy
in Dickens; the sipnificane contribusion Tambling makes o chis discussian
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is the alignment = chrough the lens of Freud, Benjamin, Lacin and Adorme
- of the grotesque with allegary.

Pare 1T ("Pocury and the Ciey™) and Part 1! (“Opening Words™) deal
explicitly with lather-son relatians and she element of narrative chronology
most clasely associared with them: the beginning of the siory = 1. e., the
pater, the arigin, the present thac becomes (or already is) the pase, The firse
twa chaprers draw on Lacan o interprer a poetry of absence in the carly
navels, in which urban rypes (Jingle, Weller, Mrs, Gamp, Young Bailey)
“bring ow the deficiency in all language™ through their uses of jokes,
non-sequiturs, and empty braggart speech (91). Tambling then shows
how son-figures in subsequent novels are themsclves marks of absence or
deficiency: David Copperficid, like Pip and Paul Dombey, is said 10 be “a
compound of himsell and bis facher .., de-contered sinee he anor know
thac other self, whose name autharises him but is narcissitic con” {124). This
argument builds 10 a siriking interpreration of autobiography in Dickens
as a generlc expression of the flial state — most noably, the filial state of
the author himiell, whese own need 1o selfidemify in the space of the
missing father, Tambling claims, undesscores all other utrerances of loss in
the novels. Most interesting 10 me in shese two pans is the abbreviared but
areesting focus on women in Dichens, who function even more essendially
than the men as signs of groundlessness, fragmentation, enmaking: ghouly
mothers, emathunally-stunred spinsters, aunts with unususl influence, and
macabre sister-figures, all of whom are shows 1o dwell in the land of dreams
and shatows™ (126). Tambling’s review of these characters culminates in
a close loak ar the compasite figure of Esther Summerson, ar once sister
and nasratos, whose autobiogrphical writing reveals most canspicuously
how the unconscious self - and its assoctations with koss. distortion, and
otherness — “cannor be kepr o™ (127),

Pare IV {"Dickens and the Pocury of Drrams™) reads dream imagery in
the novels (waking-states in Oliver Tiwist, rempestuaus memorics in David
Copperfirld, and drug-induced doubling in e Mystery of Edwin Drood) 2
iterations of a drive towards tauma, deach, 2nd humor — and thus towards the
sublimated self: it-like, figural, condenscd, distorted. Much as Benjarnin salks
abour the areades as conduits to an urban underwarld, Tambling incecprees
dreams in Dickens as portals into 1he writerly uncanscious — which, in
tum, represents the mythic aspect of the nineteenth-century city and the
destructive (death-driven) anxieties and desices of its bourgeois cufrure (183).
This section witnesses a return to considerations of Dickens and hallucination
{already explored biricfly In et 1), with exvended rescarch into mesmerism,
hypnasis and dedoullement: these border states of consciousncss, Tambling
writes, “sever the subjece from his or her history and make racional prose
rechink ftself from its commitment 1o describing things sequentially, giving
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space ta the instantaneicy of what is plural™ {187), "The discussion of David
Copperfield in chaptes 13 is asturely compelling, as I supgests — through
seruriny of the tempest that kills Stceeforth and Ham - the Kurtzian harror
{indecd, the munierous violence} of self-identificarion. This, Tambling links
10 the rerrible power of the ify a {citing Levinas) 10 mask what is indefinable
and partial in reallty, and tn the language that conlers it (198). 1 lcave this
book equal-parts persuaded and haunted by one of Tambling's concluding
remarks on Dickens’s writing — that it “can be magnificendy unsute of itsell
because it knows the sclf as double™ and thar, precisely in this knewledge,
in chis uncertainty, we find its poerry (189).
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Masy L. Shannon. Dickens, Reynolds, and Muyhew on Wellington Strees.
Tbe Print Calture of a Vicrorian Streer. “The Nincteenth Centory Series.”
Farnham, UK: Ashgare, 2015, Pp. xvi + 262 $90.00; £65.00.

€€ T am of the streews, streery,” confides George Augustus Sah in “Down

Whitechapel Way.” rejoicing in his journalistic rather than poetic

streals; "1 love to rake bong walks, not anly down Fleet Street, but up
and down all other streews, alleys, and lanes”™ (Hourehold Wardr, November
1851, 126).' Most successful journalists, one might surmise, are and have
been urban creatutes, whether strolling with Benjamin's fdnenr on the
boulevards of the era of high cpialism, or making forays aver the burde.r
Into the slums and ghetroes of “the poor man's country,” in Thackeray's
cosmopolitan pheasing. The meraphorical and merenymic connections
berween sereets and the fiteratuse of the ninetcensh centuey have been
articulared with prear insight and skill by edities in the years since Walt‘er
Bagehoc first likencd London to a newspaper, and Dickens o its special
cotrcspondent for posterity. Bur journalists need editors, and editors
cannat always be patrolling the strects; editors need offices 1o acrive ar,
work and slecp in, depart from, both early and late, yee much less attention
has been pald 1o these conncerions by commentators, whether such offices

! Anon, [Gearpe Augusius Sala], "Oawn Whitechapel Way," Howselld Wonds 4
{Nov. 1851) 126-31; 126,

2 CF. Napehets roview of the “Cheap Edition” of Dickens's fictional works up
¢n 145, "Chardes Dichens,” National Review 7 (Ocr. 1858), 45HB6; sox Shannon's
"Cancludion” (213-17) for a dissuuion of it sounance,
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