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T is review may we Mbe subjpctive 0 te
point of ick iness, because ®is rexMewer
has be lened GreilMarcus is a genius ever
since | firstread tie essay on EM4As in his
1975 "Mystry Train: Images of America in
Rock n*RoEMusic.”

Thatbook, Bke alMarcus" bestw ork, is
astudy insociallaest etics, an entrprise con-
cemed notso much wit why certain art
works are entithd © certain predicaks, but
wit usthow and why some \ery w artist
are ab B o m owe audiences, m ove tem radic-
all, errib ¥, redem ptine b and forener. Be-
cause he is interestd in art tatis jacked
pretty much directh into peop s em otions,
Marcus writs aboutm usic, and because he
is inerestd in tese transferences of fee Ing
and vallie on a hrge scall (and because he is
an American), he speciallzes in popu br m u-
sic, rock and it progenitors.

The centrall concern of Marcus® work-
why some pop music mowes audiences and
has meaning for tem-devo Les into o big
questions. The firstis why certin seminal
rock n" roMperformers are ab# t© change
te way wholl groups of peopl fee labout
temseles in te worM. Marcus® 1975
"E Ms: Pres Bad,” one of e greatstessays
e\er writen about music, traces te career
and appeallof E l4s Pres By as a synecdoche
ofAmericaite E

Rater tan stbeing te hcky whit
guy who first discoered how 1 breed
Negroid b les wit Caucasian country, M ar-
cus" EL4s ilstratd te American Ension
between tie confim ing com m unity ofwh it
pop and te dangerous adrenallne of de ka
b Lies. Marcus bcats E L4s* ear¥ genius in
his abilty ©© focus tnsion rater tan re-
solle it and in aMseriousness and wit im -
pressive argum entation, Marcus portrays
E Lis as no Bss an enve bping Am erican sym -
bol tan MeLils whak or Faulners
Yok napataw ph a.

Whatwas brilMantin te "Pres lad™ was
Marcus* abi Iy 0 presentE B4s as em b Bm at
ic of American popu lbr cullure and ten pop
cullure ite Fas Americas deepestse IFper-
ception writ hrge and brigh t Ifpop is te ar-
gument between sub-culure (as conceived
by te culuraloutider when tat outider
happens © be a genius) and te redem ptive,
re Entlss ¥ consum ing appetie of e com -
munity, ten te arc of E Lis" career, from
stanving whit tash © musicalinsurgent ©
hearth rob © B-m oMe mainstay © corpu int
\égas schmallz-king "performing a kind of
enorm ous \Mictory rater tan winning it'
("Mysery Train™), Inns allo te Ing and
fata Iparadox ofaMpopu br U.S. art tatt is
art, which is produced \a raw difference,
te specialfecund anguish of non-inclision,

atiack s, seduces and is devoured by a m ass-
artmarkett atredeems and e\en deifies te
aristwhill itdrains his productions of te
denialland pain t atis it woice.

The ENMs of te years before his deat,
for Marcus, was te transcendent puneyor
of Americas Em pty Yes, an artistwho didn't
somuch fallinto as trive on te pop trap of
satisfying te audiences surface craving for
confim ation instad of it deeper, more
ragged need © be mowed-"He sings wit
such acom p bt absence ofm usicallpersonal
ity tatnone ofte ol songs m ater ata M be-
cause he has notcomm ited himse IFto tiem ;
itcou B be anyone singing, or no one. Itis in
tis sense, final, tat an audience is con-
fimed, tatan America comes into being;
kcking any reallfar or joy, itis a tirow-
away Americawhere notiing is atstake. The
divisions America shares are simpl
smooted away" ("Mysery Train™).

Since so many of te awesome and
hideous pub Bc phenomena tathawe aten-
ded te deatt of ELis PresBy in 1977 were
predickd and exp hined in Marcus" "Pres I
ad," I approached "Dead E Lis" fee Ing simull
taneous ¥ tat tere was no one more
qualified © writ about "te ubiquity, te
phyfubess, e penersity, te trror, and
te fun of tis, of ELis PresBy%s second
e, and t atMarcus® vrtuoso dissection of
te Ning King in te earler book makes
any presentpostm orem kind ofredundant

But'Dead E Lis" isn'totiose atall Its dif
ferent from te "Preslad,” Bss metorical
more a trawe bgue tan an argum ent, butno
Bss precious, since it canes out and ad-
dresses tie second of Marcus* great inform -
ing questions: Whatis itaboutte audience
tatis America tiatm akes itreceptive © te
com bination of artand junk and appearance
and realty and devotion and repullion an
idea ke E Lis puneys?

Marcus obsenes-sometimes analzing,
but mosth obsenving, rapth, in pe Bicid
prose-tie cu kure tathas risen around te un-
risen EL4As Pres By, his image’ persisence
in b hck \e Let, ashtrays and Equor botths,
filh s, nigh tclib im personations, nowe I, M c-
Donalls commerciall, poetry, tab bids, te
Jpgged spiritualty tatstiMdefines te mar-
gins EMs came from, avantgarde art te
Whol E Lis Thing, "a greatcom m on artpro-
Ect tie work ofscores of peop ¥ operating
independentld ofeach otier, Inked on¥ by
teir deem ination © sole te same prob-
Em:Whowashe,andwhy do I sti Mcare ?

Thus, ke te "Pres Bad,” "Dead E Ms" is
Bss aboutE L4s tan itis aboutour popu hr
culure, "te culure he inheried, te culbure
he made,and e cullure tatten o such a
greatdegree rem ade ite Faccording © tese
prom ises, com p kxities, contradictions, and
defeat."”

"Dead E Ms" is a co Mction of E Lds-re-
ked pieces Marcus has writen from 1977
 1990. There are "Pres Bad"-esque essays
Bke 1981% "EN4s: The Ashtray" and 1990%
"StillDead: ELis PresBy Wit out Music.”
There are sharp, dark reviews of books

aboutE L4s and rock m usic, sch bck and ot -
erwise. There are parodic screenp Rys, dis-
cussions of Wi lam EggBston’
photographs of a \ery em pty Grace bnd, ill
Lstrations, Bvish photos of E s wit Ger-
man whores in 1959, E lMs as usurped and
abstractd by contm porary artis®, in under-
ground  conceptual archetriptychs-E L4s
Hithr, EMs ChriseELs in underground
comics, EMs as sung about by nihikt
punks who bwe te King too we lHor be tray-
ing alhe'd been consigned 1o stand for.

A btof'Dead EMls" is st ksening ©
a huge nationallconversation. Grei IM arcus
is a great Is€ner. 1989% "The Last Break-
fast' describes a San Fancisco morning
DX Breakfast With ER4s show, in which
Ieners callin each weekday morning wit
menus-from te exotic © te troub Ing-for
feeding a King "as he dropped dead on 16
August 1977: a ghtion bbatd beyond
memory." The piece is hikrious and mow
ing, ten scary when countrpointd by
1990% "A Corpse in Your Mout ," a weird
discussion of cartoons, postcards, abum
covers and underground fanzine jokes about
eating E L4s, E L4s-burgers, Sid-Mcious-pat
ties, te ulimat consumption of what
ce Bbrity offers.

We coull go on. This is amane bus and
| tink profound book abouta cuBurallsym -
bolof cuBlurallsym bollm aking. The critical
acuity of te "Pres lad" has, in "Dead E Ms,”
become em otionallgenius. Marcus ack now -
Bdges tatte culk tathawe "oozed from
te fissures of cubure™ since E Lis* deat
coull easi¥ be reduced and exphined in
tms of "working-chss bad ts€ or upper-
chss camp.”

Maybe tey shoull be, butMarcus offers
e bguent ®stmony t© te contrary. He
chases and witnesses te spasms of bw,
hatred, dewotion, betrayall bstand art tat
ELis Pres Bys expbsion has sent raining
outand dow n, witnesses wit neiter Warh o-
lan fake-hip creduly nor ironic fake-hip
condescension.

He writs for wo ghss-clar pages
about a woman who divorced her hushand
afer seeing "Blie H awaii" on her honey-
moon. She now Ies in Mem phis, a profes-
sionall pilrim. A sort of priesess. She is
known a te Butibn Lady-"She wears so
many EWLis badges she clnks when she
walls. ... You can't hugh ather;you can't
exen b Ink."

Marcus* raptatention © whatE Ls con-
tinues b mean is bot transm itkd and just-
fied in asp Endid piece ofcriticallart
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