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Th is  review  m ay w ell be  subjective to th e  
point of ick ine s s , becaus e  th is  review er 

h as  believed Gre il M arcus  is  a genius  ever 
s ince  I first read th e  e s say on Elvis  in h is  
19 75 "M ystery Train: Im age s  of Am erica in 
Rock  'n' Roll M us ic."

Th at book , lik e  all M arcus ' be st w ork , is  
a study in social ae sth etics , an enterpris e  con-
cerned not so m uch  w ith  w h y certain art-
w ork s  are  entitled to certain predicate s , but 
w ith  just h ow  and w h y som e  very few  artists  
are  able to m ove audience s , m ove th em  radic-
ally, terribly, redem ptively and forever. Be -
caus e  h e  is  intere sted in art th at is  jack ed 
pretty m uch  directly into people's  em otions , 
M arcus  w rite s  about m us ic, and becaus e  h e  
is  intere sted in th e s e  transference s  of fe eling 
and value on a large scale (and becaus e  h e  is  
an Am erican), h e  specialize s  in popular m u-
s ic, rock  and its  progenitors .

Th e  central concern of M arcus ' w ork -
w h y som e  pop m us ic m oves  audience s  and 
h as  m eaning for th em -devolves  into tw o big 
q ue stions . Th e  first is  w h y certain s em inal 
rock  'n' roll perform ers  are  able to ch ange 
th e  w ay w h ole groups  of people fe el about 
th em s elves  in th e  w orld. M arcus ' 19 75 
"Elvis : Pre sliad," one  of th e  greate st e s says  
ever w ritten about m us ic, trace s  th e  care er 
and appeal of Elvis  Pre sley as  a synecdoch e  
of Am erica its elf.

Rath er th an just be ing th e  luck y w h ite  
guy w h o first discovered h ow  to bre ed 
Negroid blue s  w ith  Caucas ian country, M ar-
cus ' Elvis  illustrated th e  Am erican tens ion 
betw e en th e  confirm ing com m unity of w h ite  
pop and th e  dangerous  adrenaline  of delta 
blue s . M arcus  locate s  Elvis ' early genius  in 
h is  ability to focus  tens ion rath er th an re -
solve it, and in all s eriousne s s  and w ith  im -
pre s s ive argum entation, M arcus  portrays  
Elvis  as  no le s s  an enveloping Am erican sym -
bol th an M elville's  w h ale or Faulk ner's  
Yok napataw ph a.

W h at w as  brilliant in th e  "Pre sliad" w as  
M arcus ' ability to pre s ent Elvis  as  em blem at-
ic of Am erican popular culture  and th en pop 
culture  its elf as  Am erica's  de epe st s elf-per-
ception w rit large and brigh t. If pop is  th e  ar-
gum ent betw e en sub-culture  (as  conce ived 
by th e  cultural outs ider w h en th at outs ider 
h appens  to be  a genius) and th e  redem ptive, 
relentles sly consum ing appetite  of th e  com -
m unity, th en th e  arc of Elvis ' care er, from  
starving w h ite  tras h  to m us ical insurgent to 
h eartth rob to B-m ovie  m ainstay to corpulent 
Vegas  sch m altz-k ing "perform ing a k ind of 
enorm ous  victory rath er th an w inning it" 
("M ystery Train"), lim ns  also th e  living and 
fatal paradox of all popular U.S. art: th at th is  
art, w h ich  is  produced via raw  difference , 
th e  special fecund anguis h  of non-inclus ion, 

attack s , s educe s  and is  devoured by a m as s -
art m ark et th at rede em s  and even de ifie s  th e  
artist w h ile it drains  h is  productions  of th e  
denial and pain th at is  its  voice .

Th e  Elvis  of th e  years  before  h is  death , 
for M arcus , w as  th e  transcendent purveyor 
of Am erica's  Em pty Ye s , an artist w h o didn't 
so m uch  fall into as  th rive on th e  pop trap of 
satisfying th e  audience 's  surface craving for 
confirm ation instead of its  de eper, m ore  
ragged ne ed to be  m oved-"H e  s ings  w ith  
such  a com plete abs ence  of m us ical personal-
ity th at none of th e  old songs  m atter at all, be -
caus e  h e  h as  not com m itted h im s elf to th em ; 
it could be  anyone s inging, or no one . It is  in 
th is  s ens e , finally, th at an audience  is  con-
firm ed, th at an Am erica com e s  into be ing; 
lack ing any real fear or joy, it is  a th row -
aw ay Am erica w h e re  noth ing is  at stak e . Th e  
divis ions  Am erica s h are s  are  s im ply 
sm ooth ed aw ay" ("M ystery Train").

Since  so m any of th e  aw e som e  and 
h ideous  public ph enom ena th at h ave atten-
ded th e  death  of Elvis  Pre sley in 19 77 w ere  
predicted and explained in M arcus ' "Pre sli-
ad," I approach ed "Dead Elvis" fe eling s im ul-
taneously th at th e re  w as  no one  m ore  
q ualified to w rite  about "th e  ubiq uity, th e  
playfulne s s , th e  pervers ity, th e  terror, and 
th e  fun of th is , of Elvis  Pre sley's  s econd 
life ," and th at M arcus ' virtuoso dis s ection of 
th e  living King in th e  earlier book  m ak e s  
any pre s ent post-m ortem  k ind of redundant.

But "Dead Elvis" isn't otios e  at all. It's  dif-
ferent from  th e  "Pre sliad," le s s  rh etorical, 
m ore  a travelogue th an an argum ent, but no 
le s s  precious , s ince  it carve s  out and ad-
dre s s e s  th e  s econd of M arcus ' great inform -
ing q ue stions : W h at is  it about th e  audience  
th at is  Am erica th at m ak e s  it receptive to th e  
com bination of art and junk  and appearance 
and reality and devotion and repuls ion an 
idea lik e  Elvis  purveys?

M arcus  obs e rve s -som etim e s  analyzing, 
but m ostly obs e rving, raptly, in pellucid 
pros e -th e  culture  th at h as  ris en around th e  un-
ris en Elvis  Pre sley, h is  im age 's  pers istence  
in black  velvet, as h trays  and liq uor bottles , 
film s , nigh t-club im personations , novels, M c-
Donald's  com m ercials, poetry, tabloids , th e  
jagged spirituality th at still define s  th e  m ar-
gins  Elvis  cam e from , avant-garde  art, th e  
W h ole Elvis  Th ing, "a great com m on art pro-
ject, th e  w ork  of score s  of people operating 
independently of each  oth er, link ed only by 
th e ir determ ination to solve th e  sam e  prob-
lem : W h o w as  h e , and w h y do I still care?"

Th us , lik e  th e  "Pre sliad," "Dead Elvis" is  
le s s  about Elvis  th an it is  about our popular 
culture , "th e  culture  h e  inh e rited, th e  culture  
h e  m ade , and th e  culture  th at th en to such  a 
great degre e  rem ade  its elf according to th e s e  
prom is e s , com plexitie s , contradictions , and 
defeats ."

"Dead Elvis" is  a collection of Elvis -re -
lated piece s  M arcus  h as  w ritten from  19 77 
to 19 9 0. Th ere  are  "Pre sliad"-e s q ue  e s says  
lik e  19 81's  "Elvis : Th e  As h tray" and 19 9 0's  
"Still Dead: Elvis  Pre sley W ith out M us ic." 
Th ere  are  s h arp, dark  review s  of book s  

about Elvis  and rock  m us ic, sch lock  and oth -
e rw is e . Th ere  are  parodic scre enplays , dis -
cus s ions  of W illiam  Eggleston's  
ph otograph s  of a very em pty Graceland, il-
lustrations , lavis h  ph otos  of Elvis  w ith  Ger-
m an w h ore s  in 19 59 , Elvis  as  usurped and 
abstracted by contem porary artists , in under-
ground conceptual arch etriptych s -Elvis  
H itler, Elvis  Ch rist-Elvis  in underground 
com ics , Elvis  as  sung about by nih ilist 
punk s  w h o love th e  King too w ell for betray-
ing all h e 'd be en cons igned to stand for.

A lot of "Dead Elvis" is  just listening to 
a h uge  national conversation. Gre il M arcus  
is  a great listener. 19 89 's  "Th e  Last Break -
fast" de scribe s  a San Francisco m orning 
DJ's  Break fast W ith  Elvis  s h ow , in w h ich  
listeners  call in each  w e e k day m orning w ith  
m enus -from  th e  exotic to th e  troubling-for 
fe eding a King "as  h e  dropped dead on 16 
August 19 77: a glutton bloated beyond 
m em ory." Th e  piece  is  h ilarious  and m ov-
ing, th en scary w h en counterpointed by 
19 9 0's  "A Corps e  in Your M outh ," a w e ird 
discus s ion of cartoons , postcards , album  
covers  and underground fanzine  jok e s  about 
eating Elvis , Elvis -burgers , Sid-Vicious -pat-
tie s , th e  ultim ate consum ption of w h at 
celebrity offers .

W e could go on. Th is  is  a m arvelous  and 
I th ink  profound book  about a cultural sym -
bol of cultural sym bol-m ak ing. Th e  critical 
acuity of th e  "Pre sliad" h as , in "Dead Elvis ," 
becom e em otional genius . M arcus  ack now -
ledge s  th at th e  cults th at h ave "oozed from  
th e  fis sure s  of culture" s ince  Elvis ' death  
could eas ily be  reduced and explained in 
term s  of "w ork ing-clas s  bad taste  or upper-
clas s  cam p."

M aybe  th ey s h ould be , but M arcus  offers  
eloq uent te stim ony to th e  contrary. H e  
ch as e s  and w itne s s e s  th e  spasm s  of love, 
h atred, devotion, betrayal, lust and art th at 
Elvis  Pre sley's  explos ion h as  s ent raining 
out and dow n, w itne s s e s  w ith  ne ith e r Warh o-
lian fak e -h ip credulity nor ironic fak e -h ip 
conde scens ion.

H e  w rite s  for tw o glas s -clear page s  
about a w om an w h o divorced h e r h usband 
after s e e ing "Blue H aw aii" on h e r h oney-
m oon. Sh e  now  live s  in M em ph is , a profe s -
s ional pilgrim . A sort of prie ste s s . Sh e  is  
k now n as  th e  Button Lady-"Sh e  w ears  so 
m any Elvis  badge s  s h e  clink s  w h en s h e  
w alk s . . . . You can't laugh  at h e r; you can't 
even blink ."

M arcus ' rapt attention to w h at Elvis  con-
tinue s  to m ean is  both  transm itted and justi-
fied in a splendid piece  of critical art.
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