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	Curiosity and the desire to grasp the specificity of an abundantly read African American genre born as the 20th century was beginning are the research intentions that inspire this volume. Indeed, only recently has African-American detective fiction drawn the attention of scholars in spite of its very diverse blossoming since the 1960s. Diverse, because it has moved out of its birth place, East coast cities, and because female novelists have contributed their own production.

        
	At the heart of this popular genre, as novelists BarbaraNeely, Paula Woods and Gar Haywood tell us, is black existence: black memory, black living places and the human environments that build the individual - hence a détour to the French Caribbean.

      

      
        
	La curiosité et le désir de cerner les spécificités d'un genre que les Afro-Américains se sont approprié à l'aube du 20e siècle, telles sont les intentions de recherche animant le présent volume. Beaucoup lu par tous les publics (Chester Himes connut d'abord le succès en France), le polar afro-américain reste relativement peu étudié en dépit d'une production très abondante et diverse depuis les années soixante. Diverse parce qu'elle a essaimé hors de la côte Est, et parce que les romancières sont venues l'enrichir.

        
	Le vécu racial, comme nous le disent BarbaraNeely, Paula Woods et Gar Haywood est au cœur de ce genre populaire : la mémoire noire, les lieux noirs et les environnements humains qui construisent l'être - d'où une incursion en Caraïbe francophone.
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          Avant-propos — Foreword

        

      

      
        
           Un symposium organisé par le GRAAT, en collaboration avec l'Equipe Anglaise de Caen, à l'Université François-Rabelais (Tours) en 2001 est à l'origine de ce volume. Trois auteurs de romans policiers, BarbaraNeely, Paula Woods et Gar Haywood vinrent des Etats-Unis pour la circonstance. Chacun d'eux nous donna bien des clés de leur œuvre au cours de la table ronde.

           La collaboration internationale ne s'arrête pas là car le symposium de Tours connut une suite lors d'un atelier du congrès du CAAR de Winchester (GB) en 2003. Quelques articles du présent volume en sont issus.

           Le volume se présente en cinq parties, dont la première est naturellement générique. La seconde s'intéresse à la configuration de l'espace romanesque. La troisième se tourne vers les romancières, tandis que la quatrième est consacrée à Walter Mosley, un des grands noms contemporains. La dernière partie est composée d'une transcription de la table ronde et d'une interview de Valerie Wilson Wesley.

           This volume’s starting point is a joint symposium sponsored by the GRAAT and l’Equipe Anglaise de Caen that was held at Université François-Rabelais (Tours, France) in 2001. Three detective fiction novelists BarbaraNeely, Paula Woods and Gar Haywood traveled to France for this event. All of them commented upon their art during the round table that was held.

           International collaboration continued when the Tours symposium was followed by a workshop held during the CAAR Winchester (UK) conference in 2003. A few of the essays in this volume were presented then.

           The volume comprises five parts, the first of which is understandably generic. The second looks at the representation of fictional space. The third deals with feminine characters and/or writers, while the fourth studies Walter Mosley, one of today’s major writers. The last is composed of the transcription of the round table and an interview of Valerie Wilson Wesley.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          I. Variations on a genre

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            African-American Detective Fiction: Surveying the Genre
          

        

        Stephen Soitos

      

      
        
          
             
            African American writers have written detective fiction since the very beginning of the 20
            
              th
            
             century. Right from the first serialized detective novels published in African American periodical literature black writers adapted the accepted conventions of detective fiction to their own ends. Writing for black readers, and eager to affirm the blacks’ place in the world, it was only natural for them to transfer their stories into a black context. This meant introducing black speech, black attitudes and beliefs, generally speaking, black culture. Black rank and file characters were not enough. The detective must also be black, which meant the introduction of double conscious detection, through a persona that was able to build bridges between the two worlds. Overall, the Euro-American popular literary form was used to examine issues of race, class and gender through an African American perspective. Authors such as Pauline E. Hopkins, John Edward Bruce, Rudolph Fisher, Chester Hirnes, Ishmael Reed, and Clarence Major were the first African American writers to write detective novels with black detectives — members of the force, or citizens taking it upon themselves to solve a case. These authors established a tradition of black detective writing that has laid the groundwork for many new African American detective and mystery story writers working in the second half of the 20
            
              th
            
             century and into the present day.
          

          
             
            Detective fiction is a relatively recent literary creation. Edgar Allan Poe is credited with introducing the idea of the detective hero when he wrote such stories as
            
               Murders on the Rue Morgue
            
             (1841) and
            
               The Purloined Letter
            
             (1845). Poe’s brilliant amateur detective Dupin was the first model for what has proven to be an extremely popular genre type. Poe also established many of the conventions of the detective novel, including a story narrated by a close associate of the detective, a bumbling police force, the eccentric detective, the locked room mystery, and the idea of clues leading to the exposing of the murderer. However, even though the detective formula was invented in the 1840s there were few literary detectives until the rise of pipe-smoking (but not necessarily tobacco-smoking) Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street, flanked by his unauthorized chronicler, the good-but-not-so-bright Dr. Watson, late in the 19
            
              th
            
             century. In America in the 1920s Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler created a new variation of the detective featuring a hardboiled hero who narrates his own story in the first person.
          

          
             
            Evidence from black periodical literature indicates that African Americans were quick to pick up on the popular art form. In the late 19
            
              th
            
             and early 20
            
              th
            
             centuries African Americans were generally not published by white-owned and white-edited magazines and newspapers. Black creativity needed an outlet. Agency was the way to visibility and self-respect. As Emmett J. Scott, the Johnson brothers and Oscar Micheaux later did in the film industry,
            1
             journalists and writers took things in their own hands and formed their own alternative black-owned publications.. A few, like
            
               The Colored American Magazine
            
             (1900-1909, first published in Boston then in New York, with a readership as high as 15,000) or
            
               McGirt’s Magazine
            
             (1903-1909) based in Philadelphia reached a wider audience. But, from the beginning these periodicals were dubbed “little” because of their small circulation, usually under 1,000 subscribers. Many were local, resulting from the initiatives of churches, for instance. Some were short-lived ventures resting on the energies of a single individual or a tiny group. But all, large or small, were popular culture media for poetry, fiction and essays written by African American writers for black audiences. It is in these periodicals that the first detective and mystery stories written by African Americans made their appearance. Much of the early ephemeral African American periodical literature is lost or lying forgotten in libraries. Therefore, there may exist even earlier examples of black detective fiction to rediscover.
          

          
             
            The two known earliest black detective novels are Pauline Hopkins’s
            
               Hagar’s Daughter
            
             (1901-02) published serially in
            
               The Colored American Magazine
            
             and John Bruce’s
            
               The Black Sleuth
            
             (1908-09)
            2
             published in
            
               McGirt’s Magazine.
            
             Both these novels contain black detectives who, this is remarkable, break the pattern of the isolated eccentric detective Poe and Doyle had established. In these two early black novels the detectives work together in a team to solve crimes, and their families are important aspects of their identities. In
            
               Hagar’s Daughter
            
            , a servant girl named Venus Johnson works in consort with another black detective to help solve the mystery of Hagar’s missing daughter.
            
               The Black Sleuth’s
            
             detective is an African who comes to the United States and joins a multi-racial international detective agency. These two novels also establish the black distinctive detective tradition in other important ways through the inclusion of black vernacular, the music of black speech (not just the words and syntax of it), as well as double conscious detectives whose black identity (sometimes even their knowledge of Hoodoo folk religion) is essential to the solving of the murders. Although the novels may contain sensational otherworldly elements, they are written primarily as social critiques of the color line in pre-and post-Civil War Southern society.
          

          
             
            Pauline Hopkins was an editor of
            
               The Colored American.
            
             She was a prolific author, writing both fiction and prose, and a social activist.
            3
             In
            
               Hagar’s Daughter
            
            , Hopkins’s primary metaphor for the evil of slave society and racial prejudice is
            
               passing
            
             and the resultant tragedies brought about by trying to hide one’s black blood. Hopkins’s bold stroke in making a black female maid a detective, the person in command, points the way to further adaptation of the detective persona by black writers. As a primary work in the detective tradition,
            
               Hagar’s Daughter
            
             reverses pervasive stereotypes while creating new avenues of expression for black Americans.
          

          
             
            John Bruce was born a slave in Maryland in 1856. He became a very influential journalist, an author and political activist who wrote and published primarily
            4
             for a black press and readership. Bruce was involved in political life and worked with black nationalistic organizations
            5
             that counseled black people to pursue the rights they were denied through agitation and civil disobedience.
            
               The Black Sleuth
            
             contains extremely outspoken attacks on white racial prejudice. It stresses the importance of black pride and centers its black detective firmly in an African tradition of kinship. Sadipe, the African who travels to the southern United States experiences bigotry first hand. He joins an international detective agency (in which Black detectives work in groups showing the strength of solidarity and community) to help find a stolen African diamond. Bruce follows a firm but unobtrusive militant agenda. His racial pride and interest in black history are incorporated into a novel that cleverly alters the conventional detective plots of the time by using an international setting and uncompromising perspectives on white supremacy and imperialism.
          

          
             
            These early novels also make affirmative African American cultural statements by stressing the positive aspects of African American creations such as music, specific foods, and community religious practices that often refer back to an African tradition. Both Venus and Sadipe use their blackness and their menial positions as maid and waiter to help solve crimes. In this, black detective fiction characters are very different from the mixed-blood and middle class heroes of black novels published in book form at the turn of the 20
            
              th
            
             century. Black periodicals offered their authors more freedom to be racially creative — which, of course, is not to say that novelists like Dunbar or Chesnutt were satisfied with white supremacy and the denial of dignity and civil rights.
          

          
             
            As both Hopkins and Bruce were only recently rediscovered as detective fiction writers, one cannot say that later African American detective fiction took its cue from the founders of the genre. One must, however, observe that steeping fiction in — sometimes lowly — black life and surroundings is a permanent trait of the genre. In 1932, Rudolph Fisher, a member of the Harlem Renaissance, published
            
               The Conjure Man Dies,
            
             long considered to have been the first-ever black detective novel. In this novel Perry Dart, the only black detective on the New York police force, works with a black doctor named Archer to solve the case of the murdered conjure man, Frimbo. All of the action of the novel takes place in Harlem and all of the characters are black. Frimbo is a black African with a degree from Harvard University as well as a spiritual connection to African religious practices.
            
               The Conjure Man Dies
            
             combines elements of the classical locked room mystery with Harlem Renaissance themes. In many ways, although he was not born in the U. S., Frimbo embodies the “New Negro”: a black man proud of his African heritage as well as his African American cultural achievements.
          

          
             
            Chester Himes followed, once again using the detective novel format to criticize racist practices as well as examine class issues and violence in Harlem. Himes was the first to introduce the hardboiled tradition in black detective fiction, while giving it a distinctive hue. Writing about Harlem from Europe, and from the sense of the absurd
            6
             that affirmed itself as his trademark after
            
               The Primitive
            
             (1955), the sardonic side of hardboiled fiction could only appeal to him as a means to speak on violence.
            
               For Love of Imabelle
            
             was first published in France where the outrageously absurd Harlem landscape immediately drew laughter. In some ways, the same as South Central Los Angeles in the fictions by Gar Haywood or Walter Mosley, the ghetto itself becomes as important as plot and character. Through his descriptions of Harlem streets, his emphasis on the black community and its vibrant use of language and music, Himes created a rich cityscape that illustrates the complexities of African American culture. The novels also follow a progression from first to last as the plots become more involved and the two detectives become less effective in an increasingly chaotic world.
          

          
             
            One of the primary assumptions of detective fiction is that the detective will solve the crime. But in
            
               Blind Man with a Pistol
            
             (1969, the last in the series, with the exception of the posthumously published
            
               Plan B),
            
             crimes multiply into mayhem as a back-to-Africa group, a black-Jesus movement and a black brotherhood organization battle each other in the Harlem streets. In the end no crime is solved. Coffin Ed and Grave Digger are defeated by the web of corruption that influenced their white superiors to withhold evidence. The detectives are left shooting rats in an derelict building. In
            
               Plan 
            
            Β
             (1993), an armed black revolution breaks out and Grave Digger kills Coffin Ed before being killed himself. Up until this point, African American detective novels had remained faithful to the detective convention of the restoration of moral order. On the contrary, Himes’s apocalyptic vision saw Harlem and African American life in general as rooted in a racism that eventually destroys both blacks and whites.
          

          
             
            Ishmael Reed’s
            
               Mumbo Jumbo
            
             (1972) and Clarence Major’s
            
               Reflex and Bone Structure
            
             (1975) both continued the experimentation with the detective form initiated by Himes. Both writers chose a post-modern anti-detective form which satirizes detective conventions. These books challenge accepted viewpoints on history and the nature of knowledge and how it is received. They also attack rigid definitions of African American art, character and culture.
          

          
             
            
              Mumbo Jumbo
            
             introduces the detective Papa LaBas who challenges both classical and hardboiled detective personas. As a Hoodoo detective he represents Reed’s Neo-Hoodoo aesthetic. Neo-Hoodoo is a positive African American worldview supported by African American creations in the areas of vernaculars, double consciousness detection and religion.
            
               Mumbo Jumbo
            
             mixes time frames and references to other popular culture forms into a hybrid detective novel that revises history with an Afrocentric emphasis. Reed uses the detective novel format to satirize white mainstream racist practices as well as critique class divisions within the black world.
          

          
             
            Clarence Major’s
            
               Reflex and Bone Structure
            
             is a metaphysical detective novel in which the formulas of detective fiction are totally subverted. This novel extends the black detective tradition into experimental narrative territory. It signifies on appropriated Euro-American cultural literary conventions, such as character, plot, and description and parodies the detective form. It stretches the boundaries of detective fiction form by questioning how mysteries are written. The unreliable narrator in the novel is in this sense a trickster figure that displays his talent by manipulating the reader’s perceptions. With repeated references to a detective and a possible murder the novel has the eerie suspense associated with detective fiction but provides none of the typical resolutions of the form. Major’s reduction of detective fiction to the basics of understanding suggests that a new approach to perception and the nature of learning is necessary. This is particularly important to the perception of black identity in America.
          

          
             
            Himes, Reed and Major have brought detective fiction into particularly creative grounds. Their shining names should not obscure from view the many authors who, in the second half of the 20
            
              th
            
             century, have used this popular genre in their own ways to introduce their views on US society from coast to coast, be it be urban or rural. Among others, BarbaraNeely who uses a maid’s vantage point to look at the world of her (white) employers; Valerie Wilson Wesley whose P. I. Tamara Hayle only once leaves the Newark area... to go to Jamaica in
            
               Where Evil Sleeps
            
             (1996); Eleanor Taylor Bland’s Marti MacAlister series; Gary Phillips; Robert Greer; Jake Lamar with
            
               If 6 Were 9
            
             (2001) — one of a kind in his work; George P. Pelecanos using the Washington, DC, area for a backdrop; Norman Kelley whose Nina Halligan is drawn in
            
               Black Heat
            
             (1997) into the orbit of militant organizations and the history of the civil rights movement; Paula Wood’s
            
               Inner City Blues
            
             (1999), or Walter Mosley’s latest in the Easy Rawlins series,
            
               Little Scarlet
            
             (2004) that take the reader into the Los Angeles riots, in 1965 or in 1992... The substance in all of these authors’ fictions, and others’ in this teeming field,
            7
             is the United States’ racial fault line: the question of African American identity and existence. The writers, many of them women in the last 25 years, have shown how black detective fiction can reach a new and wider audience as their stories comment on a tradition of mainstream detective writing in America while continuing aspects of the black detective tradition established from the start. Black writers continue to use a popular literary form to help define a distinctive African American culture and to comment effectively on issues of race, class, and gender. Black detective fiction has grown through a common sharing and reworking of themes and tropes such as the use of black detective personas, double conscious detection, black vernaculars and Hoodoo creations.
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          Notes

          
            1
            Scott was Booker T. Washington’s secretary. Incensed by Griffith’s “The Birth of a Nation”, he became the father of black cinema (in Donald Boogle’s words) when he produced “The Birth of a Race” (1918). In fact, Scott’s film (of which no entire copy remains) was not the first black movie. In 1910, William Foster created the first all-black film company in Chicago. The Johnson brothers followed suit in 1916 with the Los Angeles-based Lincoln Motion Picture Company. Oscar Micheaux is frequently named as the pioneer of African American cinema. In fact, only when the Lincoln rejected the adaptation of his novel
            
               (The Homesteader)
            
             to the screen did Micheaux decide to found his own company in 1919. “The Exile”, 1931, was the first black talking picture. Micheaux’s last film premiered in 1948. (Reid et al. 1988, pp. 35-42.)
          

          
            2
            Only 64 pages of it remain in the Schomburg Center, under the form of a microfilm. This novel had fallen into oblivion (
            
              Encarta Africana 2000
            
             does mention Bruce’s other novel,
            
               The Awakening of Hezekiah Jones,
            
             1916), until John Gruesser published an annotated version of it in 2002.
          

          
            3
            This caused her to lose her editorial position when, in 1904, an editor sympathetic to Booker T. Washington’s accommodating and go-slow policies took the magazine over.
          

          
            4
            His career as a journalist began in 1874 as a Washington correspondent for
            
               The New York Times.
            
             His militant entrepreneurial spirit led him to found his own paper
            
               
            
            (
            
              The Argus
            
             was published in Washington, IX) as early as 1879. He was active in journalism all his life, writing over the years (sometimes under the interesting penname
            
               Bruce Grit,
            
             which aptly connotes 
            courage
            ) for about 20 black newspapers as well as white papers nationwide. He founded the Negro Society for Historical Research in 1911, in association with Arthur A. Schomburg.
          

          
            5
            He was among Marcus Garvey’s most important contacts when the Jamaican first came to the US in 1916. He joined the Universal Negro Improvement Association after the red summer of 1919 and wrote columns both for the UNIA’s weekly,
            
               Negro World,
            
             and its
            
               Daily Negro Times.
            
          

          
            6
            See the title of the second volume of Himes’s autobiography,
            
               My Life of Absurdity.
            
          

          
            7
            All authors could not be mentioned here. Three internet sites prove useful (in spite of their many variations, and omissions) as directories and checklists of books:
- 
            www.aamvsterv.com/directorv.html
             lists 38 authors;
- 
            www.imcpl.org/ams_aframystery_v.htm
             lists 32 writers and provides a checklist of titles;
- 
            www.oskoshpubliclibrary.org/pages/internetguides/aframystery.pdf
             lists 22
            
               
            
            authors
            
              .
            
          

        

        
          Abstracts

          
            
              This essay aims to outline the evolution of Afro-American detective fiction by looking at a few pivotal moments. The founders of the genre who wrote immediately introduced “detectives” that were close to Afro-American, even African grass roots... Although he did not bring Harlem into black detective fiction (Fisher did that), Himes can be considered as the founder of the modern black genre. Many in this prolific field have followed his lead that interestingly came into being at the request of Marcel Duhamel, the director of the Gallimard “Série Noire”.
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              The “almost bitter murmur” in Rudolph Fisher’s
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            Although Richard Wright’s
            
               Native Son
            
             (1940), for example, with its complete absence of mystery about the identity of the killer and its subversion of the legal process which condemns the killer, may be read as an antidetective novel, much African American fiction does have a strong detective element, and a sustained interest in detective skills. In Nella Larsen’s
            
               Passing
            
             (1929), for example, the white novelist Hugh Wentworth treats himself as a failed detective in his inability to determine whether Clare Kendry is black or white (Larsen, 206); in Gwendolyn M. Parker’s
            
               These Same Long Bones
            
             (1994), an African American woman watches in amusement as a white councilman attempts to hone his detective skills while in conversation with her light-skinned husband (Parker, 142-143); in Walter Mosley’s
            
               Devil in a Blue Dress
            
             (1990), a novel whose Easy Rawlins is the direct descendant of Rudolph Fisher’s Bubber Brown (Gosselin, 343), it is the fusion of detective skills with the highly charged activity of passing for white which provides the dramatic climax of the narrative (Mosley, 208-209).
          

          
             
            Fisher’s
            
               The Conjure Man Dies
            
             (1932) does not treat passing, although it does treat disguise, but, very unusually for a text of this period, it manages to integrate a highly developed degree of African American consciousness into a very accomplished detective story. Although Fisher is not mentioned in a recent study of “metaphysical” detective fiction, his novel conforms exactly to its editors’ definition, of fiction in which the sleuth finds himself confronting the insoluble mystery of his own identity (Merivale and Sweeney, 2).
          

          
             
            
              The Conjure Man Dies
            
             is still often regarded as the first African American detective novel (Lewis, 275, Davis 103, Perry, 1987, 254, Andrews, 240, Pepper, 79), but it is actually predated by Pauline E. Hopkins’s
            
               Hagar’s Daughter,
            
             published from 1901 to 1902 in the
            
               Colored American Magazine,
            
             J. E. Bruce’s
            
               The Black Sleuth,
            
             published from 1907 to 1909 in
            
               McGirt’s Magazine
            
             (Soitos 59), and Walter Adolphe Roberts’s
            
               The Haunting Hand
            
             (1926) and
            
               The Mind Reader
            
             (1929) (Bailey 53). Frankie Y. Bailey points out, however, that Roberts’s novels are African American only in terms of their authorship, whereas
            
               The Conjure Man Dies
            
             is “the first classic detective novel set in an urban community and featuring black protagonists” (Bailey, 54). Similarly, Stephen F. Soitos, one of Fisher’s most distinguished critics, observes that it is the first black detective novel to assert proudly its detective themes in a completely black environment with an all-black cast of characters (Soitos, 93). Even at its publication it was identified as a “decided novelty-an all Negro mystery in Harlem” (Cuppy, 8).
          

          
             
            The novel opens with the supposed murder of Frimbo, a fortune-teller, or conjure-man, which is effectively investigated by four detectives working together: Perry Dart, the only professional detective, his old friend doctor John Archer, Bubber Brown, an amateur detective, and, curiously enough, Frimbo himself, who investigates his own “murder”, his servant having been mistakenly killed in his place. The suspects are a pretty young woman called Martha Crouch, the wife of the undertaker Samuel Crouch who shares the building with Frimbo, Spider Webb, a numbers-runner who had come to Frimbo to find out what number he would bet on, and four clients of Frimbo’s: Doty Hicks, a notorious drug-addict who believes that Frimbo has cursed his brother, Easley Jones, a railroad man who had come to check on the fidelity of his wife in Chicago, Aramintha Snead, a woman seeking help about her violent husband, and Bubber Brown’s friend Jinx Jenkins, who had come to consult Frimbo about whether he would find a job. Jinx becomes the chief suspect when he is identified as the owner of a handkerchief which has been stuffed down the dead man’s throat, and Bubber joins the team of detectives to clear his friend’s name.
          

          
             
            After a complicated series of events involving Frimbo’s “scientific” claims to have risen from the dead (a feat parodied by Bubber Brown in a farcical chase which ends at the undertaker’s), and including the discovery of Frimbo’s secret burning of his servant’s body, the murderer is revealed as Samuel Crouch, disguised as Easley Jones, his motive being his wife Martha’s adultery with Frimbo. Frimbo exposes him at the cost of his own life, since Crouch shoots him dead at the moment of revelation, an action which Frimbo had foreseen.
          

          
             
            That
            
               The Conjure Man Dies
            
             is set in Harlem, a place described as the “unofficial capital for a people who, until its emergence, had none” (Chabot, 132), might immediately suggest some concern with racial issues (Kennedy, 45-46); Fisher himself proposed that Harlem and its black inhabitants were peculiarly appropriate for a detective story. Speaking in a radio interview in January 1933, after the publication of
            
               The Conjure Man Dies,
            
             he said:
          

          
            
              Darkness and mystery go together, don’t they? The children of the night –and I say this in all seriousness– are children of mystery. The very setting is mystery – outsiders know nothing of Harlem life as it really is... what goes on behind the scenes and beneath the dark skins of Harlem folk– fiction has not found much of that yet. And much of it is perfectly in tune with the best of mystery tradition – variety, color, mysticism, superstition, malice and violence (Perry, 1976, 67).
            

          

          
             
            The original title of the novel was
            
               A Mystery Tale of Dark Harlem
            
             (Davis, 103), and in this interview Fisher uses the word
            
               mystery
            
             four times not only to identify the tradition of the detective story, but to play both on the concept of the exotic, as in the flowery term “children of the night” for black people, and of unattainable knowledge. Doctor Archer’s scientific explanations are typically met with such reactions from his fellow investigator Detective Perry Dart as “Come on down, doc.... You’re talking to a cop now, not a college professor” (8), “Couldn’t you manage to say it in English, doc?” (9), “Gosh, doc, it would be so much easier in French. Say it in French” (112), and “Don’t you ever talk English?” (154).
          

          
             
            The space which combines the concepts of the exotic and the baffling is the conjure-man Frimbo’s reception room, with its collection of African artefacts. I cannot agree here with Soitos in his claim that “this visual display of African art objects suggests the beauty of these ancestral items as well as their importance to African American images of Africa” (Soitos, 108).
          

          
             
            This display includes a “murderous-looking” and “wicked looking” club, and is summarised as:
          

          
            
              innumerable strange and awful shapes: gruesome black masks with hollow orbits, some smooth and bald, some horned and bearded; small misshapen statuettes of near-human creatures, resembling embryos dried and blackened in the sun, with closed bulbous eyes and great protruding lips; broad-bladed swords, slim arrows and jagged spearheads of forbidding designs (22).
            

          

          
             
            The suggestion here is not of beauty but of death and terror, similar to that of the undertaker’s quarters which also form part of the house. In terms of the plot this display is credible as presenting Frimbo’s professional credentials to his clients, and useful as an assortment which may include the murder weapon. In terms of “African American images of Africa” it tends only to confirm the doctor’s later diagnosis of Frimbo as “a very special kind of nut” (152). It plays an important part in what James de Jongh calls “the claustrophobic circle of the crime scene” (de Jongh, 44) in establishing another area of perplexity; Frimbo, as an African king, is as mysterious a being to the other characters as he is to the reader, and it is significant that he is found the most sympathetic by the character with whom he shares at least some of his esoteric knowledge, Doctor Archer (127). In so far as the other characters fail to understand him, they fail to feel any affection or admiration for him.
          

          
             
            An important element in the narrative is the repartee of Jinx Jenkins and Bubber Brown, a pair who do feel affection and admiration for each other. They had previously appeared in Fisher’s first novel,
            
               The Walls of Jericho,
            
             and one critic, writing in 1982, remarks severely of them here that they
          

          
            
              are a comedy team who made the novel a very funny work in 1928, when it appeared. Unfortunately, styles in humor change, and the patter of Jinx and Bubber is boring to a modern reader (Davis, 101).
            

          

          
             
            Their patter, since much of it consists of gibes about blackness, might also be held to be embarrassing for a modern reader, and this might help to account for the comparative critical neglect of Fisher (Balshaw, 38), completely omitted, for example, from James O. Young’s
            
               Black Writers of the Thirties
            
             (1973) and Houston A. Baker Jr.’s
            
               Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance
            
             (1987). Late in 1998 the opera singer Jessye Norman felt that even a joke about her weight conformed to a “degrading racist stereotype of a person of African-American heritage” (Gentleman, 16); Jinx and Bubber actually make jokes about blacks being descended from apes. However, as Frankie Y. Bailey observes, Jinx and Bubber “are more complex than the stock comic...
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