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Reviewed by Roger deV. Renwick 

G l a s s i e q s  book w i l l  no t  r ep lace  Halper t  and S t o r y ' s  Christmas Mumming i n  New- 
foundland a s  the  b e s t  s c h o l a r l y  pub l i ca t ion  on B r i t i s h  o r  Br i t i sh-der ived  
mumming, bu t  i t  is  a well-wrought at tempt t o  talce a f r e s h  look a t  t h i s  anc ien t  
dramatic  form. Ee has chosen g o d  data f o r  h i s  new perspec t ive ,  f o r  mumming 
was a t r a d i t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e  i n  Northern I r e l and  .long a f t e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  a d u l t  
teams had ceased t h e i r  mid-winter r u u n d s  jn England. To be su re ,  the a c t i v i t y  
he d e a l s  wl th  was a r e v i v a l  ( I t  had ceased f o r  a tine a f t e r  t h e  Troubles of 
1916 and succeeding y e a r s ) ,  y e t  a more "na tura l , "  indigenous one than those  
which f l o u r i s h  from t i m e  t o  time i n  the mother country.  

The p l ace  i s  t h e  d i s t r i c t  of Ballymenone I n  County Fermanagh and t h e  t i n e  evi-  
d e n t l y  t h e  World War I1 period ar.d perhaps some time p r i o r  t o  t h a t  (Glass ie  i s  
not  always e x p l i c i t  i n  flis d a t e s ) .  T h e  mumxing team was composed of a s h i f t i n g  
number of l o c a l  men, ranging anywhere from e i g h t  t o  twenty p layers .  Incoma- 
t i o n  about the a c t i v i t y  comes from in terv iews wlth long-time r e s i d e n t s  of the 
a r e a  who had been both audience t o  t h e  murmers' house~to-house v i s i t s  and per- 
formers. The p lay  was t h e  common hero-combat type ,  t h e  major ove r t  element 
d i s t ingu i sh ing  i t  from English and Lowland Scots  forms being t h e  inc lus ion  of 
t h e  cha rac te r s  S t .  P a t r i c k  and Ol iver  Cromwell. It was perfor~ned a s  usua l  i n  

- t h e  mid-winter season. 

In t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  of -the book Glass i e  p re sen t s  raw data- - t ranscr ip t ions  of 
in te rv iews wi th  f i v e  people, t h r e e  of whom had been performers.  There a r e  
s n i p p e t s  of t e x t  he re  and the re ,  w i th  only one informant,  Michael Boyle, a b l e  

, t o  o f f e r  anything approachhg a " f u l l "  t e x t .  Elost of t h e  reminiscenc@s a r e  on 
t h e  genera l  ambiance of t h e  occasion. The second s e c t i o n ,  i n  f i v e  chapters ,  
contains G l a s s i e v s  ana lys i s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  The f i r s t  two of these chap te r s ,  
"Survivalqf and "Geography," a r e  t h e  wealcest . ' The purpose of "Survival" appears  
t o  be c h i e f l y  t o  in t roduce  t h e  gene ra l  tenor  of his per spec t ive  i n  l a t e r  
chapters  and t o  b r i e f l y  overview e x i s t i n g  scholarsh ip .  Its dominant t h e s i s  i s  
t h a t  t h e  p a s t ,  as it  l i v e s  i n  present  memory, is 2us t  as i n f l u e n t i a l  on a c t i o n  
and idea  as a r e  immediately p resen t  s t i m u l i .  The "Geographyq3 chapter  has an 
even slimn?er argument: t h a t  t h e  Ballymenone mummers were aware t h a t  t h e i r  p lay  
was p a r t  of a wider t r a d i t i o n  manifested i n  o the r  p a r t s  of Great B r i t a i n  and 
shared similarities wi th  o t h e r  ve r s ions ,  y e t  i t  embodied enough d i f f e r e n c e s  t o  
be d i s t i n c t l y  t h e i r  o m .  It thus  "helped t h e m  l o c a t e  themselves, e l iminat ing  
anomie and g iv ing  p rec i s ion  t o  t h e  idea  of 'our district'" (p .  75). 

It is.in the t h i r d  chapter  of Sec t ion  Two, "Pkrformance," t h a t  G las s i e  t r u l y  
comes i n t o  h i s  o m .  Analyses of mufirming a c t i v i t i e s  seldom take  microscopic 
looks a t  t h e  flow of a c t u a l  performance. G las s i e  counterac ts  t h i s  t r e n d  very  



w e l l  by br inging  t o  l i g h t  t h e  p l a s t i c i t y  of Che draria and showing how costumes, 
nunbers of p l aye r s ,  texts of >:he p l ay ,  and o the r  performance behaviors  were 
rnsnipulated according t o  audience, mer ,  avai!.able f o r  the  t e a s ,  anount of money 
rece ived ,  and so  f o r t h .  EIe a l s o  widens t h e  boundaries of t h e  performance t o  
inc lude  audience beliaviors both d ~ r i n g  and a f t e r  the  mumersq  v i s i t ,  t l ~ u s  
co l i aps ing  t h e  separa t fon  between d ~ a m a  and audience response t o  r e v e a i  i n t e r -  
e s t i n g  s t r u c t u r e s  of behavior t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  whole a s  a  s o c i a l  event ( see  
e s p e c i a l l y  p. 9 3 ) .  This s y s t c n i c  pe r spec t ive  i s  a:i L q p o r t a ~ t  lead- in  t o  the 
l a t e r  chapters .  

A chapter  on "Meaning" f o l l o ~ ~ s  i n  which Glas s i e  n e g o t i a t e s  t h e  i n t e r f a c e  between 
Prazer ian  diachron!cs and causa l  theory on one hand and s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l  
synchro-nics and reinforcemen-t: theory on t h e  o the r .  His o m  s o l u t i o n  i s  one 
which merges t h e  p a s t  and t h e  p resen t ,  t h e  subconscious and t h e  conscious,  t h e  
ground of cssmalogy and t he  f i g u r e  of muming a c t i v i t i e s ,  by r e s o r t i n g  t o  homo- 
l o g i e s  arid e thno- logica l  s t r u c t u r e s .  Iie s:mns t h e  f i t  between corn?onents of 
mu~nming behavior and components of t h e  I r i s h  h i s t o r i c a l  azrd a g r i c u l t u r a l  world 
view, p o s i t i n g  semantic r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  two which a r e  more metaphorical  
and informat ional  than causa l  and ene rge t i c .  I l is  approach is  much indebted t o  
~ 6 v i - ~ t r s u s s  and o t h e r  an thropologica l  s t r u c t u r a l i s t s  and symbologists who o f t e n  
uncover s e n a n t i c  u n i t s  of c o n t r a r i e t i e s  and t h e i r  p a r t i a l  r e s o l u t i o n  by symbolic 
means. 

The f i n a l  chapter- of Sec t ion  TVYO, :"Function,rJ i s  b r i e f  and pointed:  t h e  goa l  of 
munurzirrg was money, i t s  purpose e n t e r t z i x u e n t ,  i t s  Zurzction t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  
not ion  and p r a c t i c e  of s o c i a l  i n t e g r a t i o n ,  p r imar i ly  through t h e  complexi t ies  
of t r a n s a c t i v e  exchange. The f i n a l  s e c t i o n  is  an 9?En~04.0Y 

G l a s s i e v s  book i s  an u n ~ s u a l  one, e s p e c i a l l y  so  s i n c e  i t  t r e a t s  a  s u b j e c t  which, 
even i n  very r ecen t  s cho la r sh ip ,  has a t t r a c t e d  p r i ~ a r i l y  ana lyses  t h a t  have a 
s u r v i v a l i s t  and r i t u a l i s t  bent .  Its u n ~ ~ s u a l n e s s  l i e s  c h i e f l y  i n  t h e  d i a l e c t i c a l  
approach which sezks t o  syn thes i ze  a wmnber of c o n t r a s t i v e  domains a t  s e v e r a l  
l e v e l s :  organicism and mechanim, a r t  and sc ience ,  e l i t e  art and f o l k  a r t ,  
s cho la r ly  jargon and p o e t i c  w r i t i n g  s t y l e ,  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and o b j e c t i v i t y ,  among 
o the r s .  Many of t h e  attempted syntheses work q u i t e  well: f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  one of 
t h e  more charming and informative a spec t s  of A l l  S i l v e r  and No Brass t o  t h i s  -- --- - - --- 
reviewer i s  t h e  i n t e r e s t i n g  jux tapos i t ions  of and ana log ie s  between t h e  Bally- 
menone peasant  numing  and t h e  idea  of I r i shr iess  and t h e  human condi t ion  i n  t h e  
works of Yeats ,  Joyce, and Samuel Becket t .  This  kind of i n t e g r a t i o n  is  a 
r ecu r r ing  lei tnzot if  throughout Sec t ion  Two. Glas s i e  a l s o  s t r i v z s  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  
imagina t ive ly  i n  t h e  universe  of what t h e  community and i ts  f o l k l o r e  could 
poss ib ly  con ta in  f o r  everyman. Indeed, t h e  book i s  not  only  an o f t e n  i n s i g h t f u l  
and always sympathetic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of I r i s h  mum.ing, but  a l s o  t h e  a f f e c t i v e  
account of a personal  quest f o r  understanding,  t h e  c e n t r a l  a c t o r  i n  which is  the 
f ieldworker  and author  himself .  (A not  inappropr i a t e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t i t l e  f o r  t h e  
book n i g h t  be  eltic tic ism and t h e  A r t  of Scholarship PIaintenanceeif) 

There is a p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  because of h i s  adherence t o  t h e  s y n t h e t i c  compass, 
he may be accused of s l i g h t i n g  t h e  a n a l y t i c  too much. tThlie acknowledging h i s  
debt  t o  contemporary s t r u c t u r a l i s t s ,  a t  times he himself does n o t  cut deeply 



enough along c e r t a i n  dimensions wi th  t h e  t r u l y  s t r u c t u r a l  kni fe .  What may be 
important elements of t h e  muming complex remain unexplained--for i n s t ance ,  why 
do h i s t o r i c a l  cha rac te r s  l i k e  King George, Cromwell, and S t .  P a t r i c k ,  who are 
knovm t o  have existed, cavor t  i n  a dramatic  universe  a longs ide  such obviously 
f a n t a s t i c a l  f i g u r e s  l i k e  M i s s  Funny o r  Big Head a ~ d  L i t t l e  Wit? What i s  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  a s  w e l l  a s  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between t h e  speeches of 
t h e  va r ious  dramatis  personae from these d i f f e r e n t  r e a l i t i e s ?  Was t h e r e  any 
s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  everyday r o l e s  of t h e  mummers (beyond t h e i r  bachelor  s t a t u s )  
and t h e i r  mid-winter a c t i v i t i e s ?  And I am uneasy t h a t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  
meaning of mumming r e l i e s  s o  much on t h e  uniqueness of t h e  I r i s h  ecolpgy and 
c l imate  when s l m l l a r  dramas a r e  s t i l l  performed i n  c u l t u r e  a r e a s  wi th  q u i t e  
d i f f e r e n t  environments (e.g.,  t h e  Caribbean). 

Ult imately,  t h e  ch ief  f law i n  t h i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  book may be a r a t h e r  simple one: 
G las s i e  does not  have enough d a t a  f o r  a fu l l - l eng th  work of t h i s  scope. An 
investigation of mumming was not  t h e  maill purpose of h i s  f i e l d  t r i p ;  t h e  p lay  
had not  been performed f o r  some twenty-five yea r s  before  t h e  f ieldwork was con- 
ducted; and only one informant could o f f e r  a t e x t  t h a t  approximated what was 
a c t u a l l y  performed. It could be said t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  approach was t o  make 
f a i t h f u l  t e x t s  a r e l a t i v e  u n e s s e n t i a l ,  bu t  t h i s  would be t r u e  only  i f  he made 
one of t h e  sub-themes of the book t h e  major theme--how t h e  memory of mumming is 
an a c t i v e  proper ty  i n  t h e  o l d e r  genera t ions '  contemporary mode de  v i e .  But 
then it  would no t  have been a book about mumming. 

A 1 1  S i l v e r  and No Brass can b e s t  be evaluated as a pioneer   cork i n  humanistic - --- 
f o l k l o r i s t i c ~ .  It is  f u l l  of good f e e l i n g ,  has  many i n s i g h t s  i n t o  mumming a s  
a s o c i a l  and perf  omance  i s  w r i t t e n  i n  an engaging s t y l e ,  and has  
most a t t r a c t i v e  drawings by t h e  a u t h o r . .  It may e r r  somewhat on t h e  s i d e  of t h e  
essay  ske tch  and a t  t h e  expense of t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  t r e a t i s e ,  but t h i s  bias i s  not  
ev ident  i n  G l a s s i e ' s  o t h e r  r ecen t  ~ ~ o r k ,  Folk 110using in Middle Vi rg in i a ,  i n  
conjunct ion wi th  which - A l l  S i l v e r  --- and No Brass  may most p r o f i t a b l y  be read.  




