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Students of Latin American cultures, ethnomusicologists, folklorists,
ethnic studies scholars, and anthropologists interested in performance or
hybridity will all find this book highly relevant and interesting.

Brenda M. Romero
University of Colorado

Everyday Life: A Poetics of Vernacular Practices. By Roger Abrahams.
2005. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 296 pages. ISBN:
0812238419 (hard cover).

This welcome gathering of ideas from one of our discipline’s most flu-
ent thinkers views vernacular culture as a pervasive site for “doing things
with style,” a locus of creative energy holding unique promise to connect
us to ourselves and to our pasts. “The vernacular seldom lets us down,”
says Abrahams, who places little stock in “terms of art newly-minted from
classical stem words” (p. 15). This is a book about the vernacular in the
vernacular, supplemented by a short list of terms originating in academese:
identity, ethnicity, creolization, and diaspora. Much of the book’s freshest
material appears in the final section dedicated to unraveling curiosities
associated with these concepts.

Everyday Life: A Poetics of Vernacular Culture belongs to a scholarly
subgenre we might call “retrospectives,” where authors cull, refurbish,
and compile their previous work into a new composite, in this instance
complemented by much new writing. The husks of vintage articles are
recognizable here, composing perhaps a third of the total pages, though
much remade to incorporate current notions and concerns. Another
third or so of this book’s content stems from less familiar work, including
write-ups of previously unpublished conference papers. The last third of
the book is, we are told, entirely new writing.

Abrahams initially set out to create a “comprehensive survey of the
folklore genres” but saw his project evolve into something else: “a series
of forays into the field” and “a systematic approach by which vernacular
practices may be understood as clues to culture” (p. 284). The word “sys-
tematic” is surely an overstatement, though the outlines of a cohesive vision
can be assembled from the book’s varied musings. This vision is based
on the radiance of a goodwill principle that achieves different levels of
expression in human interactions depending on the qualities of specific
social environments. In familiar settings where people “keep company”
with one another, Abrahams detects “a commonsense system operating
beneath the surface of everyday conviviality” (p. 12). The book’s first unit,
titled “The Many Forms of Goodwill,” contains chapters that explore this
impulse through sets of conversational and play genres. This arena is tor-
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mative, in Abrahams’ view, since “conversation conducted under the sign
of friendliness provides a baseline against which other ways of speaking
may be judged” (p. 3).

As one moves outwards from hearth and home, the ground becomes
increasingly less trustworthy, and contest and conflict enter the picture,
diminishing the scope of the goodwill principle and bringing other ver-
nacular styles into play. The second and third units of the book, titled
“Goodwill Tested” and “Social Imaginaries,” contain chapters dealing with
forms of expressivity arising in these more public and heterogeneous social
environments. What Abrahams terms “the more public modes of display”
appear in social environments marked by a sense of solidarity as well as
in those marked by its absence. These public settings exhibit, Abrahams
tells us, more formally structured communication events manifesting
intensified forms of performance. Ceremonies and commemorations
“celebrate whatever system is in place, as they elevate individuals who are
being honored” (p. 120). Here the vernacular helps synthesize experi-
ence, harmonize emotion, and contribute an air of authenticity to the
proceedings. As we move into contested regions such as marketplaces,
fairs, festivals, and carnival, portrayed by Abrahams as zones of contact and
conflict, the vernacular is employed initially to negotiate and to display,
eventually to aggress and at last to antagonize.

In the book’s final unit, titled “Terms for Finding Ourselves,” Abrahams
zeroes in on the many ironies surrounding the formation of group identity
in this age marked by the global circulation of culture, the rupture of tra-
ditional ties between land, language, and culture, and the triumph of the
politics of identity. Drawing on his experience with Caribbean vernacular
culture and with ethnic displays as a feature of public folklore practice, and
touching on his own background as a secular Jewish American, Abrahams
mounts a thoughtful discussion of the role played by vernacular culture in
this shifting terrain, and meditates on how folklorists can adjust concepts
and techniques so that our expertise might remain valuable. One senses
a deep ambivalence in these arguments. On the one hand, folklorists are
portrayed as a rare breed capable of transiting “across lines of cultural
difference” (p. 146) and tapping into the positive energies of vernacular
culture. “Our work bears witness to the spirit of cultural insurgency,” he
writes, offering us this motto: “In vernacular vigor we trust” (p. 148). But
later he worries that our celebration of the vernacular inevitably entails
ethical and practical compromises, linking us, whether we like it or not,
to forces that “continue to threaten the peace of the planet” (p. 256).

Abrahams closes by recommending humility, but I see the outlines of
a grand project in an earlier summons to action:

“Vernacular practices are our focus and our hope, not just the waifs and strays
or the shattered remains of past societies. As a discipline birthed in antimod-
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ernism and a rejection of capitalist, industrial, and bureaucratic excesses, we
continue to search out places of resistance to these overwhelmingly powerful
cultural forces.” (p. 148)

Abrahams has produced in Everyday Life: A Poetics of Vernacular Culture
an inspiring quest for virtue in the vernacular.
John H. McDowell
Indiana University

The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period. By William St. Clair. 2004.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. xxix + 765 pages. ISBN:
052181006X (hard cover).

This is a magisterial treatment describing the English (primarily) long
duréeand illustrating the way controls on publication, whether by govern-
ment (various copyright regimes and concepts of intellectual property) or
through marketplace decisions (prices, print runs, and so on) controlled
and affected access to print. St Clair looks particularly at the political
economy of reading as a complex system and seeks to reveal the way
reading helped to shape mentalité: “we conceive of a culture as a com-
plex developing system with many independent but interacting agents,
including authors and readers, into which the writing, publication, and
subsequent reading of a printed text were interventions. . .” (p. 6). Each
of the twenty-two chapters offers an assimilated presentation of data avail-
able in the thirteen appendices, allowing for unusual transparency.

For folklorists and ethnomusicologists, the material throughout the
book on ballad and broadside publication, their frequent circulation
by chapmen, is of particular interest (see also Appendix 4: Intellectual
property. Popular literature, England) and certainly interrogates orthodox
definitions of the ballad. Chapmen were mostly literate and often used this
job as an upwardly mobile occupation, as a means of leaving agriculture.
They could, of course, carry only small, light items; and broadsides of
all types—abbreviated versions of Shakespeare, the Bible, as well as the
familiar broadside ballads—were not only easy to carry but were relatively
inexpensive. And, of course, “the more common and less expensive a
printed text was when it was produced, the greater its readership and
the poorer its survival rate to the present day” (p. 28). This statement
suggests that survival rates must be amplified by other resources such as
the Stationer’s Register, a form of government control, to acquire a more
accurate view of materials published.

Whatever the text—poetry, fiction, sermon, or ballad—the text was
the capital asset (to which the physical plant was added as an additional
asset when printing was introduced). To make money, printers had to
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