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Sinclair, Alison, ed. Cultures of the Popular in the Modern Hispanic World. 

Tamesis Studies in Popular and Digital Cultures, 5. Woodbridge: Tamesis 

Books, 2024. xiii + 268 pp.+ 13 b/w ills. 

 

In Cultures of the Popular in the Modern Hispanic World, Alison Sinclair 

and an international group of contributors offer a timely and substantial 

reconsideration of Hispanic popular culture from the early modern period through 

the twentieth century. The volume emerges at the intersection of two developments: 

the longstanding historiographical interest in ephemeral print cultures and the 

transformative impact of digital humanities on archival access and research 

methodologies. Rather than presenting a linear historical narrative, the collection 

foregrounds what Sinclair terms “vistas, snapshots and panoramas,” inviting 

readers to reconsider the category of the “popular” through material case studies 

made newly visible through digitization. 

Sinclair’s introduction sets the conceptual frame by acknowledging the 

contested nature of “popular culture.” Drawing on foundational thinkers such as 

Roger Chartier and Michel de Certeau, she underscores the historiographical 

tensions inherent in defining the popular as either autonomous production or as 

culture marked by its distance from the highbrow. Yet the volume’s distinctive 

intervention lies less in theoretical grounding than in its attention to the material 

and infrastructural conditions that have historically shaped both the production and 

the study of popular forms. Digitization, she argues, has not merely facilitated 

access; it has reconfigured scholarly practice, enabling new forms of collaboration 

among researchers, librarians, and digital specialists, and democratizing access to 

fragile archives once restricted to a small cadre of readers. 

The first section, “Timelines (Peninsular),” revisits foundational questions 

about audiences and circulation. Juan Gomis’s panoramic study of the publics of 

literatura de cordel challenges long-standing assumptions that equated ephemeral 

print exclusively with an illiterate or marginal vulgo (15). Through careful attention 

to material forms, production networks, and reading practices, he reconstructs a 

heterogeneous and socially diverse readership. Fermín de los Reyes Gómez 

complements this perspective by tracing legislative attempts to regulate minor print 

under the Ancien Régime, revealing both the anxieties such materials provoked and 

the institutional recognition of their broad circulation.  

The volume’s transatlantic dimension becomes particularly evident in the 

second section, “Cultures and Timelines of the Americas,” which turns to 

Argentina, Mexico, and Chile. Gloria Chicote tracks the circulation of Spanish 

pliegos sueltos (chapbooks) across the Atlantic, highlighting processes of 

migration, adaptation, and local appropriation. Mariana Masera’s study of Mexican 

songbooks linked to Antonio Vanegas Arroyo demonstrates how sentimental 

education and print commerce intersected in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
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century Mexico, while Carolina Tapia Valenzuela’s work on Chilean Lira Popular 

underscores the importance of the origins, age, and visual impact of historical 

collections. Collectively, these chapters extend the historiography of popular print 

beyond Iberian boundaries and situate Hispanic materials within broader Atlantic 

networks.  

The third section “Spreading News and Cultures in Spain” emphasizes 

performance and space. Jean-François Botrel’s analysis of cartelones associated 

with oral readings of pliegos sueltos provides rare insight into the spatial and 

performative dimensions of street literature, supported by contemporary testimony. 

Inmaculada Casas-Delgado and Clinton D. Young further complicate distinctions 

between “high” and “low” culture by examining, respectively, musical journalism 

in ephemeral print and the contested terrain of opera and zarzuela. These studies 

highlight the ramifications of cultural hierarchies and the role of performance 

spaces as sites of negotiation between elite and popular forms.  

The final section “Snapshots and Case-Studies in Spain and the Americas” 

offers three focused case studies that illustrate the diversity of popular phenomena. 

María-Carmen Montoya-Rodríguez’s examination of press coverage of the 

eighteenth-century giant Bernardo Gigli reveals how sensationalism, science, and 

spectacle converged in popular journalism. Ricarda Musser traces the transnational 

reception of Enrique Pérez Escrich in Brazil, demonstrating how pulp fiction 

crossed linguistic and national boundaries. Fred Rohner’s study of the Peruvian 

fiesta de Amancaes in the 1920s brings the narrative into the era of recorded sound 

and modern media, illustrating how popular traditions could be mobilized for 

political and cultural projects.  

One of the volume’s most significant contributions lies in its sustained 

attention to the digital infrastructures that now underpin research in this field. 

Sinclair’s extensive discussion of digitization projects, from Cambridge and the 

British Library to Chilean and Brazilian initiatives, reveals how metadata, image-

recognition software, and collaborative databases are reshaping questions of dating, 

attribution, and circulation. The book thus positions digital humanities not as a 

separate subfield but as integral to contemporary historiography of popular culture. 

If the collection has a limitation, it may be that its theoretical engagement 

with the category of the “popular” remains suggestive rather than programmatic. 

The plural “cultures” in the title signals diversity, but readers seeking a more 

consolidated conceptual synthesis may find that the strongest contributions lie in 

detailed archival reconstruction rather than in overarching theoretical 

reformulation. Yet this choice is consistent with the volume’s ethos: it emphasizes 

finding evidence and mapping relationally over restrictive definition.  

Cultures of the Popular in the Modern Hispanic World makes an important 

contribution to the study of Hispanic print and performance cultures. By integrating 

Iberian and Latin American perspectives and foregrounding the digital turn, it 
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expands the comparative horizons of popular culture studies and offers a model for 

collaborative, infrastructure-aware scholarship. It will be of considerable interest to 

historians of print culture, scholars of Hispanic studies, and researchers engaged in 

digital archival work. 
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