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In Mexico, many an urban streetcorner or rural marketplace will sport a merolico, a vendor who hawks his or her wares—everything from blankets to snake oil, from food to magical talismans—to the accompaniment of a torrent of speech, sometimes electrically amplified, sometimes shouted in virtuoso, fluent spiels.  Over the course of several years, I have collected specimens of performances by these home grown modern business specialists, trying to understand both the discursive structure and the peculiarly compelling commercial and cultural force of these spoken interactions.  


In this study I examine how merolicos package several different kinds of goods for sale both physically and verbally.  I analyze the inherent structure of the merolico’s performance against a theory of the requisites for any commercial transaction.  I consider not only the content of the running, interactive dialogue, in which the merolico imputes virtues to the wares on offer, but also its poetic form, enhancing the value of both product and performance, and its indexical grounding in the environment.  I place the merolico against the surrounding cultural context, to highlight the special role that words play in transforming his sales into something more than mundane exchange.  Finally, as time permits I compare these Mexican entrepreneurs with what is known of other similar vending traditions in other parts of the world.


In particular, in the central fragments to be analyzed, I consider how a specialist merolico, part of a larger troop, “sells with fear”—that is, how he imbues both his product and his person with a powerful magical aura that virtually compels his audience first to enter into the interaction, and ultimately to part with a potentially enormous amount of money.  Since the entire transaction is managed discursively, it is through a detailed analysis of the interactive properties of the verbal performance—including word, gesture, and spatial manipulation—that we may discover the loci of power in the merolico’s performance.  

