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MAYER (REVIEW): 1

Jason Jacobs, Deadwood. Palgrave MacMillan, 2012. ISBN 978-1-84457-362-2 Published in the collection BFI TV Classics, Jason Jacobs' Deadwood is an achievement in literary studies of the respected HBO show (2004-6). The author sets out to 'make [the case] for Deadwood's status as a classic' and does so by highlighting the 'qualities that it shares with a classic of American literature ' (p. 20). The book's literary and philosophical approach does not prevent an acknowledgement of various analytical terrains, from production processes and shooting conditions to the series' use of history and racial, gender and class politics. This vast methodological range, completed with comprehensive index and credit information, makes the book a prime introduction to the series as well as a fine example in aesthetic analysis of a televised 'long-form serial drama' (p. 53). The reader is left with a sense of how '[w]hat we think of the historical American West, of the Western as a genre, of the possibilities of television itself [is] radically recalibrated' in Deadwood (p. 2). Jacobs' focus on the poetic qualities of the series and artistic genius of its creator David Milch is not a novel concern in the study of Deadwood: these questions dominated the critical reception of the show and have been partially addressed by David [START_REF] Lavery | Reading Deadwood: A Western to Swear By[END_REF] and Janet McCabe and Kim Akass (2007). But Jacobs' consistent literary analysis, supported by Milch's own intentions as well as by the centrality of language and characterisation in the show itself, is an addition to the existing literature. Grounding his demonstration in the work of authors who influenced Milch (Robert Penn Warren, R. W. B. Lewis, William James or Herman Melville), Jacobs does not defend any strong, organising thesis on the series, but offers a compelling reading of it as high art. A powerful case is made for the poetry of Deadwood's profanity and its connection to a larger 'spectacle of words and language that are critically tied to matters of power, to identity and to settlement' (p. 43). There are acute analyses of the series' 'elemental realism ' (p. 67) Firmly based in literary study, Jacobs's analysis does not engage much with the abundant literature in studies of television, the Western genre or with previous studies of Deadwood itself, which becomes particularly conspicuous when he discusses generic, historical or political questions. His treatment of such central aspects of the show appears insufficiently researched and developments in these fields are mostly rechanneled into aesthetic discussions on Deadwood's skilled characterisation or universal meaning. There are insightful comments on how the series 'shifts the generic axis of the Western' by 'foreground [ing] the economic basis of modern human ontology' (p. 16) but the generic question itself is largely discarded by a focus on the Western's 'fundamental universalism ' (p. 11). The 'generically ripe historical setting' of Deadwood consequently becomes 'the stage for the fictional exploration of human nature itself' (p. 31). Similarly, brilliant remarks are made about the series' take on the trauma of 9/11 (p. 63-5), its feminism and racial progressivism (pp. 90, 103, 152-4), its complex representation of capitalism (p. 116-7, 131-2) and its repositioning of the historical past as a 'continued, entangling presence' (p. 145) but the understanding of their political implications is overshadowed by philosophical considerations.

Jacobs's choice to organise the book's chapters roughly in parallel with the narrative progression of the series may account for this occasional tendency to point at problems when MAYER (REVIEW): 3 a stricter thematic organisation would have allowed for a genuine confrontation. The author's favoured method of analysing the show through character development, although a fruitful entry point to larger narrative concerns, also becomes overbearing at times (in parts of the chapters on 'Alma and Trixie' or 'Cy and Joanie'). Lastly, one regrets that the common equation of television with drama leads this particular book to favour the spectacle of words over that of images. The book's literary sensitivity remains impressive nonetheless, as is its rewarding examination of Deadwood's focus on the 'origin of things' (p. 14)especially the discussions on the epiphany of community 'in an environment of absolute self-interest' (p. 80), and of the series' discovery amidst the 'blood, breasts, cocks and cash' of 'the currents of light and lift in which the human spirit inheres in its collective striving for solidarity, peace and calm' (p. 176).
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  and of the technique of racking focus, 'the MAYER (REVIEW): 2 show's distinctive visual signature' (p. 3), in their aesthetic expressions and narrative implications. The racking focus (adjusting the focus in the frame from one plane or object to another) becomes especially important as it visually expresses what the author calls the series' Conradian 'glow/haze approach to meaning' (p. 112), a preference for suggestion over clarity. This semantic complexity coupled with formal coherence and poetic qualities in a product of commercial television 'demonstrat[e] the transcendent possibilities of material mass culture' (p. 177) and sustain Jacobs' aesthetic argument.