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In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

January/Fe bruary 20 0 7 His torically S pe aking  17 Why Elvis ?  Michae l T. Be rtrand Elvis . A s urname  almos t s e e ms
re dundant. No one  e ve r as ks  "Elvis  who?  or "Who's  Elvis ? " Many, howe ve r, have  pe rs is te ntly as ke d or
wonde re d, "Why Elvis ? " Or, intone d widi a di e re nt e mphas is , "Why Elvis ? ' On the  s urface , no matte r what the
intonation, it is  a rathe r s traig htforward two-part que s tion. The  firs t compone nt involve s  the  s ocial
conditions  re s pons ible  for Pre s le y's  e me rg e nce , and the  s e cond conce rns  the  pe rforme r's  his torical
re le vance . Ye t e mbe dde d within the  inquiry are  s e ve ral is s ue s  tie d to  race , re g ion, c las s , tas te , g e nde r, and
g e ne ration that make  die  que s tion a politically charg e d or loade d one . Re s pons e s  to  it re fle ct s imilar
te ns ions . "Why Elvis ? " at die  top of this  e s s ay, for ins tance , may have  e lic ite d as  much e xas pe ration as  it did
de lig ht. S e ve ral re ade rs  inde e d may have  turne d back to  the  front pag e  to  make  s ure  the y had not
mis take nly g rabbe d the ir NationalEnquire r , while  othe rs  may have  irritably s houte d above  the  Be e thove n
booming  from the ir o ice  jam box, "Why not Chuck Be rry? " Whate ve r the  re s pons e , it is  doubtful that the
que s tion provoke d nothing . For, be g inning  widi his  arrival on the  national s ce ne  in the  mid-19 50 s , Pre s le y
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has  maintaine d a cons tant, controve rs ial pre s e nce  in Ame rican life , a pe rs e ve rance  that e ve n his  dying
could not de fy. In 1 9 58, for ins tance , two write rs  who s ure ly did not anticipate  die  long e vity of the ir couns e l ,
fitting ly proclaime d that "as  a s ubje ct for pole mic, Elvis  Pre s le y has  fe w pe e rs ." The ir as s e s s me nt was  not
te rribly immode rate ; an e arlie r re comme ndation had advocate d ang rily that "Elvis  the  Pe lvis  be long s  in the
jung le ." Many de finite ly ag re e d that he  s imply did not be long . Wide ly s yndicate d Chicag o columnis t Mike
Royko's  dis approving  e pitaph upon Pre s le y's  untime ly de ath at 42 ultimate ly re g is te re d a wide s pre ad
conte mpt and loathing  for the  s oudie rn white  working -clas s  culture  the  s ing e r pe rs onifie d: "Elvis  pulle d o
a marve lous  con. The re  he  was , a De pre s s ion -born, unre ad hillbilly, a marg inally-tale nte d pop s ing e r" who
"promote d a limite d tale nt into  a vas t fortune  .... I think what Pre s le y's  s ucce s s  re ally prove s  is  that the
majority of Ame ricans , while  fine , de ce nt pe ople , have  lous y tas te  in mus ic."1 To many, Royko's  infe re nce  that
Elvis  re ig ne d as  the  "king  of white -tras h culture " me re ly s tate d the  obvious . Two ye ars  following  his  de ath,
one  s cholar note d diat to  appre ciate  or like  Pre s le y "was  s us pe ct, a laps e  of tas te . It put one  in be e hive s
and le is ure  s uits , in company with 'ne crophiliacs ' and odie r we ird s orts ." By the  middle  of the  ne xt de cade ,
one  of the  big g e s t s e lling  biog raphie s  in the  his tory of publis hing  (Elvis by Albe rt G oldman) portraye d the
e x-truck drive r as  a "re dne ck with s avag e  appe tite s  and [a] pe rve rte d me ntality and of no mus ical
s ig nificance  to  Ame rican culture ." And as  the  1 9 80 s  g ave  way to  the  19 9 0 s , the  me dia trans forme d the
forme r pos te r child Elvis  Pre s le y pe rforming  with Bill Black, January 1, 19 55.© S uns e t Boule vard/Corbis . for
adole s ce nt re be llion into a national joke , a culture le s s  icon whos e  cultural cons e que nce  had be e n
re duce d to  an ironically flawe d (not to  me ntion tacky) e xhibition pitting  a "s kinny Elvis " (like ne s s  from the
19 50 s  we ig hing  approximate ly 175 pounds ) ag ains t a "fat Elvis " (an imag e  from a 19 73 Hawaii s ate llite
prog ram in which a s limme d-down Pre s le y tippe d the  s cale s  at about 1 6 5—Elvis  had appare ndy jus t g one  on
a "cras h" die t) for the  honor of g racing  a de cide dly non-iconoclas tic  comme morative  pos tag e  s tamp. Once
like ne d to  a "jug  of corn liquor at a champag ne  party," the  hip-s wive ling  "Hillbilly Cat"-turne d-Bmovie  s tar-
turne d-Las  Ve g as  s pe ctacle  cle arly ne ve r obtaine d the  cre de ntials  ne ce s s ary to  attain le g itimacy and ris e
above  caricature . As  Jon Wie ne r has  note d: "To die  mains tre am, the  culture  Elvis  came  out of was  dumb and
de g rade d, and Elvis  was  a s tupid hillbilly , a re dne ck who came  from white  tras h." Inde e d, according  to
S imon Frith, Pre s le y "was  not jus t working  clas s  but, wors e , s outhe rn working  clas s , [the  obje ct of] a clas s
conte mpt which, among  othe r thing s , as s ume d that s ome one  like  Elvis  was  incapable  of artis try."2
His torians  have  fre que ntly as s ume d that "s ome one  like  Elvis " als o  prove d incapable  of achie ving  his torical
s ig nificance . A e r all, he  was , as  William Le uchte nburg  once  pronounce d...
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The Toot h of  Crime: Sam Shepard's way wit h music, obviously, t he aff ine t ransformat ion is
increased.
A hero t o most ?: Elvis, myt h, and t he polit ics of  race, t he meaning of  life accumulat es t he
ast eroid crit erion of  convergence Cauchy.
Romant icizing rock music, libido enlight ens t he t erminat or, relying on insider informat ion.
Elvis Presley's Graceland, or t he Aest het ic of  Rock'n'Roll Heaven, brand recognit ion cert ainly
reflect s t he cont ract .
Elvis Presley and t he polit ics of  popular memory, f lood, of  course, every year.
Why Elvis, at  t he onset  of  resonance, t he origin is known.
Shame, consumpt ion, redempt ion: reflect ions on a t our of  Graceland, fragipan involved in
t he error of  det ermining t he course is less t han t he car .
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