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David Grazian’s main finding is that the search for authenticity is always a “failing prospect,” and yet the best-intentioned—including his sociologist peers who he says should know better—strive to find the real deal. His ethnographic work, published in the book The Search for Authenticity in Urban Blues Clubs, takes his reader through one slice of America’s manufactured authenticity sought and found in Chicago’s blues bars. In the process, he unravels and entwines sociological issues of “growing commodification of popular culture in America, the contemporary relevance of urban subcultures, the fate of race relations in the post-civil rights era, the shifting emphasis in cities from factory production to entertainment consumption” (10). 
He selects Chicago, where he became immersed through the ethnographic research method in the so-called culture of blues bars—entering in the front and back doors, paying for beers as he chatted with customers, contributing at times as a band member, and then writing his academic observations on napkins or field notes surreptitiously written in a bar bathroom. The method is a good one for this research; it allows him to focus narrowly into a culture to understand the many different ways in which authenticity is constructed, and then bring the understanding gained from this particular case into broader view. His qualitative approach allows Grazian to focus on meanings, everyday life, and approach the people and setting within a field site holistically. Because of the elusive nature of authenticity, this narrow focus is essential for this area of research. 
In his analysis of the work, Grazian uses fluid, accessible, and at times intimate storytelling that moves the reader in close through excerpted dialogue, and then pulls back to tell about the bar’s history or the city’s development, and then takes the reader even further out of the scene to view the broader theories at play. This focus-in-and-focus-out style helps the reader see and hear how authenticity is being constructed at all levels.

Grazian’s book chapters walks the reader through his findings of how authenticity draws upon and recreates the dominant stereotypes of black men and women, the nocturnal identities of audiences, and the self-identities of bar regulars. Evidence of commodification is interspersed throughout the book, including one chapter devoted to how musicians define authenticity—juxtaposed at time with commercialization—as well as how tourist clubs and city boosters have used blues culture to advance their agendas. He makes his lens the widest in the concluding chapter as he connects authenticity as an organizing principle for understanding other aspects of human experiences.
He defines authenticity as two separate but related attributes: “the ability of a place or event to conform to an idealized representation of reality: that is, to a set of expectations regarding how such a thing ought to look, sound, and feel” and “the credibility or sincerity of a performance and its ability to come off as natural and effortless” (10-11). Despite the continual effort by so many, Grazian asserts that search for authenticity is a “failing prospect” because all of social life is performed—it is manufactured. He writes, “While the search for authenticity may be rooted in our desire to experience a place in all its complexities, in truth, people tend to seek out a very small set of popularized images thought to represent authenticity in spite of their frequently arbitrary and even superstitious nature” (12-13). This very small set includes commercialized bars that hire black blues performers who stick to sets from hell, despite the supposed desire by everyone involved—the performers, the audience, the bar, the city, and the tourist industries—for something more “authentic.” Yet Grazian says the quest continued for even those who agreed with his assessment that authenticity of blues culture was manufactured and invented. He describes how longtime Chicago residents agree one bar is not authentic, but insisted that “if I simply looked hard enough, I could find actual authentic blues clubs elsewhere in the city, and some locals directed me to clubs located in isolated spots throughout the city’s South Side, West Side, and so forth” (12). Grazian takes the reader into these spots, but continues to come up short—or not, in terms of evidence supporting his thesis that authenticity is a failing prospect.
Grazian is at his best when he articulates the link between authentic Blues and its hidden code of race. For example, he describes the black-and-tan fantasy whites had of the Jazz Age clubs—“the call of the wild, a chance to experience the so-called primitiveness of black culture and its blessed gifts: the smile of the happy-go-lucky minstrel dancer, the strange whispers of beautiful women, the ‘jungle music’ of the jazz orchestra, the intoxication promised by illegal booze and illicit drugs, and terrifying thrills of darkness and shadow” (59). These construction of race, through the language of authenticity, is then reflected throughout the book, as Grazian inserts dialogue from international tourists seeking authentic blues, includes excerpts from travel books of eras past that use race to entice audiences and build business, and interviews with white and black musicians who describe contemporary and historic racial biases of hiring and pay. 
His analysis makes blues music and its history accessible to readers who might not be well-informed about the genre. Of course, the work would be enhanced with audio accompaniments that allow readers to decipher the descriptions of measures and 4/4 time. But this is the shortcoming of print, a shortcoming that Grazian attempts to overcome with lyrics. Additionally, Joseph Carey’s black-and-white photographs interspersed throughout the text add a visual element to Grazian’s descriptions. 
One minor criticism of Grazian’s work is his decision to divide the social world of the club as lions, survivors, players, or old-timers. It seems an unnecessary and confusing system of labeling, when his descriptions of the bar world suffice. Another minor criticism is Grazian’s decision at times to inform the reader of race, but not at others, without clarity about why. 

Unfortunately, Grazian’s work seems weakest when he brings the reader to the Chicago Blues Festival—an outdoor extravaganza and tourist attraction featuring the best of blues. It is unfortunate because this is when his book brings the strands together to show how authenticity informs the rise of urban tourism in the post-industrial metropolis and the consumption of alternative forms of popular culture. While Grazian seems to view the Blues Festival is a culmination of sorts for the blues culture he describes because of how he positions it as the pre-conclusion chapter and because of how he uses it to make his broadest point. His work would be stronger if Grazian relied more on the ethnographic evidence discussed in earlier portions of the book. The examples he chooses from the Blues Festival seem contrived and selected to serve his points, whereas his work is much stronger than this reflects. He should rely more heavily here on the plenty of evidence gathered from his bar visits to support the analysis and broader theoretical connections he attempts to make. 

The chapter is redeemed by his description of his sociologist peers pulling him aside for advice about the most authentic bar. The twist provides the book a high point and perfect ending. (The twist reminds the reader of his humor inserted in the final line of his introduction, which after discussing the standard for acknowledgements in academic books he proceeds to abide by them.) His description of sociology peers shows how even those most informed about the construction of authenticity are vulnerable to the desire to find it. 
