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Chapter 5

Rock and Roll Pilgrims: Refl ections on Ritual, 
Religiosity, and Race at Graceland 

Erika Doss

Although Elvis Presley  died on August 16, 1977, he is hardly forgotten. On the 

twentieth anniversary of his death, more than 70,000 fans paid their respects 

at Graceland , Presley’s home and gravesite in Memphis, Tennessee. Eight 

years later, in 2005, some 10,000 fans attended Elvis Week , an annual festival 

organized by Elvis’s estate that culminates in a reverent all-night Candlelight 

Vigil at his grave. Elvis is buried in Graceland’s Meditation Gardens, along 

with his parents, his paternal grandparents, and his stillborn twin (Jesse Ga-

ron Presley). During the Elvis Week vigil, fans wait in line for hours (some for 

more than 24 hours) to pass through Graceland’s gates and slowly circle his 

burial site. All year round, Elvis’s grave is piled high with gifts from his de-

votees, including fl owers, teddy bears, candles, photographs, records, letters, 

and poems. During Elvis Week these gifts dramatically escalate, so much so 

that Graceland’s grassy grounds and white picket fences also become thickly 

adorned with fl oral bouquets, handmade signs, and numerous other offe-

rings. 

 For more than half a century, ever since he bought Graceland  in 1957, El-

vis ’s estate has been a site of pilgrimage. Each year, over 600,000 people visit 

Graceland, making it the most popular house tour in the United States. For 

multitudes of fans, Graceland particularly holds a special meaning; as one 35-

year-old fan from Bayonne, New Jersey, explained in 1996:  ‘Graceland is like 

the worshipping ground for all Elvis fans.’1 This essay refl ects on Graceland’s 

status as a modern site of pilgrimage, and on the motivations and desires of 

its pilgrims. 

 Pilgrimage has been interpreted in terms of its unifying, integrative, and 

communal capacities; as Victor Turner and Edith Turner asserted,  ‘pilgrimage 

is very much involved in perennial, universal drama, cutting across cultures, 
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societies, polities, language groups, and ethnicities’ (Turner and Turner 1978: 

16). Yet pilgrimage to Graceland  is marked by competing and often con-

fl icting meanings and practices. Graceland’s great appeal, of course, directly 

corresponds to Elvis ’s persistent deifi cation as the quintessential American 

icon. Indeed, Elvis Presley was a multifaceted and even complex fi gure who 

played an important role in shaping and directing post-World War II under-

standings of American popular culture by consciously challenging restrictive 

barriers of race, class, and gender. However, much of his posthumous ap-

peal – and popular culture canonization – rests on the religious and racialized 

assumptions of certain American fans who imagine Elvis as an icon of whi-

teness: as a powerful and unique  ‘all-white’ fi gure who symbolizes their beliefs 

in white cultural dominance and superiority. Their Elvis Week  rituals and pil-

grimages to Graceland reaffi rm these beliefs and also work to redefi ne Elvis’s 

meaning within the larger American imaginary. Their capacity to do so stems 

from both the ubiquity and multivalence of Elvis’s image and the resurgence 

of a divided and oppositional race consciousness in contemporary America.

Elvis ’s Image

Thirty years after his death, and fi fty years after he became fi xed in national, 

and global, popular culture consciousness – ever since millions of television 

viewers watched him gyrate on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1956 – Elvis Presley  

remains omnipresent. When he died, there were 65 Elvis fan clubs; today 

there are more than 500. In 2002, Elvis had a best-selling album – Elv1s 30#1 

Hits – and a hit single –  ‘A Little Less Conversation’ – that topped the charts 

in the UK and half a dozen European countries. In 2003, Elvis toured Europe 

– or rather, former band members and a sixteen-piece orchestra performed 

in front of giant video screens featuring Elvis concert footage from earlier de-

cades, to wildly enthusiastic crowds in England, Scotland, Ireland, Belgium, 

France, Switzerland, and Holland. In 2004, for the fourth year in a row, Forbes 

listed Elvis as the world’s  ‘top earning dead celebrity,’ netting some $40 mil-

lion for his estate, Elvis Presley Enterprises (EPE). In 2005, billionaire media 

mogul Robert Sillerman (owner of the hit TV show American Idol) purchased 
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Graceland  and EPE, and announced plans to extend the Elvis empire with a 

Graceland-themed Las Vegas casino and a series of  ‘interactive, multi-media’ 

extravaganzas to be produced by Cirque du Soleil (Serwer 2005). And in 2006, 

Graceland was designated a National Historic Landmark, joining Mount Ver-

non, the Alamo, Pearl Harbor, and some 2,500 other historically signifi cant US 

properties. 

 Marketing plays a big role in Elvis ’s posthumous popularity. Sillerman, for 

example, sees Graceland  as an underdeveloped asset with the potential to 

become another Disneyland and aims to expand Graceland’s visitor center 

and exhibition spaces to highlight thousands of items of Elvis memorabilia 

that have long been locked away and never before seen. But the mass appeal 

of those items, and the resonance of Elvis’s contemporary popularity, lie with 

Elvis’s multifaceted image and the manner in which his fans respond to, and 

reimagine, his image.

 There are many different images of Elvis , beginning with the rockabilly 

rebel of the mid-1950s who soared to teen culture adoration and critical re-

buke with an explosive and explicitly sexual performance style. Elvis’s fi rst 

appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show (September 1956) drew an estimated 

82% of the American viewing public (54 million people), who watched him 

gyrate to  ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and  ‘Love Me Tender.’ By the time of his second ap-

pearance on Sullivan’s show (October 1956), Elvis’s records were selling at the 

rate of $75,000 a day and accounting for more than 50% of the profi ts for his 

record label, RCA (Pierce 1994: 104-33). Although some critics complained 

that popular music had  ‘reached its lowest depths in the  “grunt and groin” 

antics of one Elvis Presley,’  and others dismissed him as a  ‘whirling dervish of 

sex,’  Elvis’s sensual and erotic image accelerated his popular culture hold in 

post-World War II America (Guralnick 1994: 285). 

 Elvis  was also postwar America’s most obvious  ‘white Negro,’  a teen ver-

sion of the white hipsters that Norman Mailer portrayed as being infatuated 

with the sights, sounds, and styles of urban black culture (Mailer 1957: 311). 

Indeed, much of Elvis’s earliest popularity, and the media attention he re-

ceived, can be ascribed to his cross-race stylistics: to the ways that he mixed 

black and white music and black and white performance styles into the emer-
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gent hybrid of rock-and-roll, thereby negotiating the nascent terrain of 1950s 

civil rights to participate in the creation of a more democratic American popu-

lar culture. 

 Yet Elvis ’s postwar image as a rebellious race-mixer is complicated by his 

image among many fans as a working-class success story: as a  ‘blue-collar guy 

in blue-suede shoes,’  a poor white kid who worked hard, followed his dream, 

and became  ‘The King’ of rock-and-roll. Born in the middle of the Great De-

pression, in 1935 in Tupelo, Mississippi, Elvis was the son of an itinerant labo-

rer who served time in Parchman Farms Penitentiary for forgery; his mother 

worked as a seamstress in a textile factory. Graduating from high school in 

1953, Elvis himself worked as a machinist and a truck driver before making it 

big in rock-and-roll. 

 Labor historian David Roediger argues that the terms  ‘work’ and  ‘working 

class’ are deeply imbricated with whiteness, as the formation of American 

working-class identity in the nineteenth century was anchored to assertions 

of white racial superiority (Roediger 1991). Fearing their growing dependency 

within a capitalist system of wage labor, white workers sharply distinguished 

themselves from the slaves and former slaves with whom they shared econo-

mic oppression. Artifi cial, alienating, and yet powerfully convincing categories 

were established whereby white laborers self-consciously defi ned themsel-

ves as hard working, independent, skilled, honest, and industrious, in direct 

counterpoint to nonwhite (black, Asian) workers whom they viewed as lazy, 

needy, unskilled, undisciplined, and untrustworthy. The racist underpinnings 

of an American working class emergent in the Industrial Age remain prevalent 

today; in everyday language, as Roediger observes,  ‘the very term worker often 

presumes whiteness (and maleness)’ (Roediger 1991: 19). This is not to imply, 

of course, that racism is only or even particularly a working-class disease, but 

to assert the complicated intersections between race and class identity. Thus, 

when many white working-class fans highlight Elvis ’s image as a rock-and-

roll pioneer, and when they romanticize his (and their own) working-class 

leanings, they speak to their shaping of his essentially white racial identity. 

 Elvis ’s image as  ‘The King’ of rock-and-roll is also problematic. A moniker 

that he apparently disliked and many contemporary black musicians and cri-
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tics, not surprisingly, despise, crowning Elvis  ‘king’ relegates everyone else in 

the pantheon of rock-and-roll as lesser fi gures, including the many black mu-

sicians who infl uenced Elvis and whom he repeatedly credited with inventing 

rock-and-roll: including Fats Waller, B.B. King, and Muddy Waters (Spencer 

1997: 112-113; Rijff 1987: 75, 178; Guralnick 1994: 369). As Gil Rodman ar-

gues, ’Elvis’s coronation implicitly helps to reinforce the resegregation of the 

musical world into neat and (supposedly) mutually exclusive racial catego-

ries’ where whites dominate (Rodman 1996: 46). Or as funk bassist Me’Shell 

Ndegé Ocello protested in 1994: ’If Elvis is King, then who the fuck is James 

Brown – God?’ (Plasketes 1997: 59).

 Many contemporary Elvis  fans, however, persist in his deifi cation as rock-

and-roll’s  ‘king’ and also tout his image as a Las Vegas superstar. Elvis played 

1,126 shows in eight years in Las Vegas during 1969-1977, and played hund-

reds of others in arenas across America. He was, his fans assert,  ‘the hardest 

working man in show business’: a tireless entertainer who performed in front 

of thousands of people wearing a lily-white jumpsuit. Among his many gui-

ses, this image best embodies the values of work and whiteness held dear by 

many fans. The white jumpsuit has a lot to do with it, resembling the uniform 

worn by World War II parachutists and then by America’s postwar blue-collar 

workers, albeit gussied up into royal grandeur. And it is white: the color of pu-

rity and power,  ‘of positive myths that celebrate imagined virtues and conceal 

real failings’ in the popular American imagination (Lopez 1996: 167). Elvis’s 

image in a bejeweled white jumpsuit especially conveys the man that many 

fans imagine: a white guy who made it big the  ‘right’ way through talent, am-

bition, and sheer hard work.

 These confl icted images of Elvis  are accompanied by many others, inclu-

ding: Elvis the Southern gentleman, squire of Graceland ; Elvis the soldier (El-

vis was drafted in 1958 and spent two years as a tank driver in Friedberg, West 

Germany); Elvis the B-movie idol (Elvis made over thirty movies from the late 

1950s through the 1960s); Elvis the family man (Elvis married Priscilla Beau-

lieu in 1967 and their daughter, Lisa Marie Presley , was born nine months 

later); Elvis the philanthropist (Elvis rather impulsively liked to give diamond 

rings and Cadillac Eldorados to total strangers, and money to Memphis hospi-

ROCK AND ROLL PILGRIMS



128 SHRINES AND PILGRIMAGE IN THE MODERN WORLD

tals and police departments); Elvis the Nixon admirer (Elvis visited the White 

House in December 1970 and offered President Richard Nixon his services as 

an honorary  ‘Federal Agent at Large’ in order to rid the USA of  ‘drug abuse 

and Communist brainwashing’); and Elvis the drug addict (Elvis consumed 

hundreds of pills a week, and autopsy evidence showed a body stuffed with 

Dialaudid, Placidyl, Valium, Quaaludes, Percodan, Demerol, Seconal, Nem-

butal, Phenobarbital, morphine, codeine, cortisone, and lots of other uppers, 

downers, and painkillers). 

 Many fans also embrace an image of Elvis  in pain and talk about how Elvis 

suffered: how despite his success and fame, he died alone, addicted to drugs 

and grossly overweight. One fan writes:  ‘I read that Elvis once said,  “The three 

keys to happiness are: someone to love, something to do, and something to 

look forward to.”  I don’t think he had any of those things toward the end of his 

life.’  Another remarks:  ‘I feel very sad at times for Elvis. Such talent, wealth, 

and everything going for him and to end up like he did.’  Some fans blame 

themselves for Elvis’s suffering, feeling guilty that their demands were more 

than he could bear.  ‘The fans who supposedly  “loved” him made his a very 

diffi cult life,’ writes one Michigan fan.  ‘He was mobbed everywhere he went. 

He could not shop, take a walk, ride a motorcycle, or even go to an amuse-

ment park without elaborate security, secrecy and much planning. These res-

trictions, I feel, were probably the reason he resorted to alcohol and drugs.’ 

 Intertwined and oppositional, Elvis ’s image was, and remains, ambiguous 

and contradictory, solid but unstable. This is not surprising: American popular 

culture has always been an unstable  ‘site of confl icting interests, appropriati-

ons, impersonations’ (Lott 1993: 92). Elvis’s hybridic and unsettled imaging in 

American popular culture corresponds to how he is seen, and by whom (Lip-

sitz 1990: xiv). By extension, Elvis’s  ‘longevity’ as a cultural icon  ‘is largely due 

to his fl exibility – his willingness to take the shape of what we most wanted to 

see. Whether our fantasies were psychic, sexual, cosmic, fi nancial, or religious 

Elvis accommodated all of us’ (Quain 1992: 255). Interestingly, Elvis’s musical 

reputation, with the exception of his mid-1950s rock-and-roll creolization, is 

almost inconsequential in terms of his contemporary iconicity. Elvis’s albums 

are never included on VH-1’s  ‘Top 100’ lists, for example, and few contempo-



129

rary performers cite Elvis as a primary infl uence on their own work.  ‘There 

was so little of it that was actually good,’ remarks David Bowie.  ‘Those fi rst 

two or three years, and then he lost me completely’ (Patterson 2002: M-13). 

 Rather, Elvis ’s abiding presence as a popular culture icon centers on his 

multifaceted image. More particularly, it centers on what these diverse and 

confl icted images mean to the people who look at them, make them, and 

collect them: his fans. Their cultural production of Elvis’s meaning, which is 

hardly monolithic and is layered in contradiction, is key to his posthumous 

celebrity. By extension, the narrative instability of Elvis’s image corresponds 

to certain tensions evident in the larger public sphere of postwar America, 

especially racial tensions. The complexity of his image is further apparent in a 

consideration of Elvis’s iconic meaning in religious terms, and how Elvis fans 

regard him as a fi gure of popular culture canonization.

Saint Elvis 

One fan, a former teacher who emigrated from Greece to Memphis in order to 

be  ‘closer’ to Elvis , spends every spare moment at Elvis’s grave, tending it and 

honoring him with small shrines and hand-made offerings, engrossed in vi-

gils of prayer and remembrance. A devout Catholic  (raised Greek Orthodox), 

this fan does not worship Elvis but sees him as a mediator or an intercessor 

between herself and God. As she says:  ‘There is a distance between human 

beings and God. That is why we are close to Elvis. He is like a bridge between 

us and God’ (Harrison 1992: 68, 53). If she imagines Elvis as a saint, she also 

sees him as a redemptive fi gure.  ‘I believe in Jesus  Christ and I believe in God,’ 

she remarks,  ‘but Elvis was special. Elvis was in our times, he was given to 

us to remind us to be good.’ Understood as a servant of God and Christ-like 

savior, Elvis brings this fan joy, intensity, pleasure, and purpose.  ‘I don’t go to 

church much now. I don’t ask for anything else from God, my prayers have 

been answered,’ she says, acknowledging that her personal relationship with 

Elvis and the rituals she performs that express that relationship are the most 

meaningful cultural and social practices in her life.

  ‘The worship, adoration and the perpetuation of the memory of Elvis  to-
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day, closely resembles a religious cult,’ states former BBC Religious Affairs 

Correspondent Ted Harrison (Harrison 1992: 9). Elvis’s posthumous popu-

larity has  ‘transcended the familiar contours of a dead celebrity cult and has 

begun to assume the dimensions of a redemptive faith,’ asserts writer Ron 

Rosenbaum (Rosenbaum 1995: 50). Scholars have probed the Celtic , Gnos-

tic, Hindu, and Vodun derivations of Elvis’s cult-like status and contemplated 

Graceland ’s manifestation as  ‘sacred space’ (Alderman 2002; Ebersole 1994; 

King 1992; Lardas 1995; Vikan 1994). Some attribute the entire phenomenon 

to the highly successful marketing schemes of Elvis Presley Enterprises and to 

the susceptibility of an apparently passive public bent on escapism through, 

especially, the  ‘transformative’ ideology of consumerism (Fiske 1993; Strom-

berg 1990).  ‘Explicit manifestations of  “Elvis Christ” did not exactly evolve,’ 

carps British journalist John Windsor.  ‘They were cunningly contrived for a 

mass market’ (Windsor 1992: 33). 

 Still others cynically cite the quasi-religious conditions that seem to con-

fi rm Elvis ’s contemporary deifi cation: how in the years since his death a veri-

table Elvis religion has emerged, replete with prophets (Elvis impersonators), 

sacred texts (Elvis records), disciples (Elvis fans), relics (Elvis memorabilia), 

pilgrimages (to Graceland  and Tupelo), shrines (such as his gravesite), tem-

ples (such as the 24 Hour Church of Elvis in Portland, Oregon), and all the 

appearances of a resurrection (with reported Elvis sightings at, among other 

places, a Burger King in Kalamazoo, Michigan).2 Ritual activities that occur in 

Memphis each August during Elvis Week  (nicknamed  ‘Death Week’ by more 

sarcastic observers) are cited as further evidence of Elvis’s cult status. 

 Explanations that Elvis ’s iconic omnipresence and the devotion of his fans 

embodies a cult or a religion prompt many questions, including the issue of 

religious essentialism. That is: what is it about the revered images, ritual prac-

tices, and devotional behaviors among Elvis fans that is religious? Do these 

images and practices constitute the making of a religion? Why is it that images 

of Elvis have taken on the dimensions of faith and devotion, viewed by many 

fans as links between themselves and God, as ex-votos for expressing and 

giving thanks, or as empowered objects which can fulfi ll wishes and desires? 

 Many fans dismiss the idea that Elvis  is a religious fi gure or that Elvis ima-



131

ges and Elvis-centered practices constitute any sort of Elvis religion.  ‘It’s only 

the media who seem to be obsessed with turning Elvis into a religion, you 

don’t hear normal fans discuss it,’ says one fan. Fans worry, and with good 

reason, about being ridiculed as religious fanatics. Others object to how they 

are often represented as lower class, uneducated, and irrational worshippers 

of a  ‘fat, pill-fi lled Vegas singer,’ as Elvis was described in one New York Times 

article (Rosenbaum 1995: 57). Given this media marginalization, it is hardly 

surprising that many Elvis fans deny fi delity to any sort of Elvis cult or reli-

gion.

 Without discounting their objections, however, it is important to recog-

nize the following: from John Winthrop’s  ‘city on the hill’ creation myth to the 

present-day proliferation of New Age  spirituality and the growth of funda-

mentalism, religious expression – mainstream and fringe – remains central to 

American self and national identity. As a profoundly religious people, Ame-

ricans tend to treat things in religious terms, apply religious categories, and 

generally make a religion out of much of what is touched and understood. Ac-

cording to one public opinion poll from 1980, Americans  ‘value religion’ and 

maintain  ‘strong religious beliefs’ to a far greater degree than the citizens of 

any other Western industrial nation (Hatch 1989: 210). According to another 

poll conducted in 1994, 96% of Americans believe in God (Bishop 1999: 38).

 Yet, Americans tend to be predominantly private and diverse in their re-

ligious beliefs and practices (Berger 1967; Luckman 1967). Indeed, historian 

Nathan Hatch observes that much of America’s  ‘ongoing religious vitality’ can 

be attributed to the longstanding democratic or populist orientation of Ame-

rican Christianity (Hatch 1989: 212, 218). As  ‘custodians of their own beliefs,’  

Americans have traditionally shaped their religious practices to mesh with 

individual rather than strictly institutional desires (Bellah 1985: 220-221; Roof 

1993). It may be that when Elvis  fans protest that their devotion to Elvis is 

not  ‘religious,’  they are really objecting to an institutional defi nition of the 

term. In fact, their privatizing veneration of Elvis and its diverse manifestati-

ons follow from historical patterns of American religiosity.

 Religion constitutes those practices and attitudes that imbue a person’s 

life with meaning by linking him or her to a transcendent reality: that which is 
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beyond purely immanent or secular experience and understanding. Creating 

Elvis  shrines and going to Graceland  are not religious acts and practices in and 

of themselves. But they can become religious if they affect a transcendent and 

all-powerful order that can infl uence human affairs and is not inherently ap-

prehensible. Elvis’s religious import hinges on his multifaceted image, which 

for many fans is imbued with a certain mystical greatness and looked upon for 

access to a transcendent reality. It is longstanding, too: as early as 1957, some 

fans tried to start an  ‘Elvis Presley Church’ (Pierce 1994: 136). And in 1995, a 

Saint Louis group (The Congregation for Causes of Saints) sought his canoni-

zation. It is most obviously revealed in terms of pilgrimages to Graceland.

Graceland  as Pilgrimage Site

Pilgrimage, and particularly American pilgrimage, is summarized as  ‘a set of 

ritual actions involving specifi c human communities, institutions, and organi-

zed travel to and from sacred places’ (Campo 1998: 41). Pilgrims make their 

way to shrines, the sites of saints, sacred relics, or miracles. Generally enclosed 

and set apart from the secular world, shrines are located wherever the special 

qualities of a holy person, thing, or event are  ‘believed to be more concen-

trated’ than anywhere else. Pilgrims visit shrines  ‘in order to commune more 

intimately’ with whoever (or whatever) is thought to be sanctifi ed there; as 

Mary Lee Nolan and Sidney Nolan argue, a place becomes a shrine  ‘if people 

think of it in that way and behave accordingly.’  Furthermore, pilgrimage sites 

are commonly marked by two features: they are centrally located, to attract 

the largest number of devotees, and they are often located in uncomfortable 

and hard to get to places (Nolan and Nolan 1989: 13, 36, 291-292). A shrine’s 

special or sacred character is enhanced, in other words, by the diffi culties of 

pilgrimage.

 Set back on a hill, a hundred or so yards from a four-lane highway, and 

enclosed by fi eldstone walls and white picket fences, Graceland  is conceptua-

lized by many Elvis  fans as an especially sacred site. Fans have visited Grace-

land since Elvis fi rst moved there in 1957. But since his death twenty years 

later, in a second fl oor bathroom, visitations have escalated and have become 
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increasingly institutionalized by his estate, and ritualized by his fans. Parti-

cularly during Elvis Week , Graceland becomes a site of veneration for tens of 

thousands of fans. Going there is a deeply signifi cant and often formidable act 

for many of them. Graceland itself is easily accessible, located just a few miles 

from Memphis International Airport and near the crossroads of several major 

interstate highways. But going to Graceland in August, amidst the torrid heat 

and humidity of the southern summer, makes this a demanding pilgrimage. 

By extension, pilgrimage to Graceland is expensive: the average fan spends 

hundreds of dollars on travel, car rental, motel costs, meals, tickets to Grace-

land (which range from $22 to $55 per adult), and souvenirs. Rarely impulsive, 

pilgrimages to Graceland are deliberate journeys which entail careful plan-

ning and saving.

 Despite these pilgrimage hardships, going to Graceland  is the deepest de-

sire of most Elvis  fans.  ‘My dream was to see him in concert and see Grace-

land,’ writes a fan from Chisholm, Minnesota.  ‘Well,’ she adds,  ‘one dream 

came true when my husband took me to Graceland on our honeymoon.’ 

Many fans try to go as many times as they can:  ‘My husband surprised me 

with a trip to Graceland and it was so special,’ writes a fan from San Le-

andro, California.  ‘We have been back a second time and are planning to be 

there for the 20th anniversary of Elvis’s death.’ As the focus of their pilgrimage, 

Graceland is special because fans make it special: their beliefs and behaviors 

transform it from historic home to shrine. To be sure, Elvis Presley Enterprises 

facilitates their faith, eager to profi t from Graceland’s signifi cance. But fans 

themselves manufacture its sacrality. 

 For most fans, the desire to see and experience Graceland  is akin to the 

desire to see and feel Elvis .  ‘Seeing his home, Meditation Gardens, the planes 

and many of his personal belongings, I realized that he was a real person with 

a real life,’ writes one fan.  ‘I was on cloud nine walking around there, seeing in 

person how Elvis lived and played,’ exclaims another.  ‘It’s so hard to describe 

the feelings when you’re there,’ still another says.  ‘To know you’re in his home, 

walking where he has walked.’ Fans go to Graceland to walk in Elvis’s house, 

gaze at his things, mourn at his gravesite, and be that much closer to the man 

they adore. Some leave things for Elvis: a tour guide who worked at Graceland 
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in the mid-1980s recalled fi nding slips of paper tucked under vases or hidden 

behind curtains with messages like  ‘Elvis, we miss you. Love, Bob and Marge.’ 

Other visitors take a little of piece of Graceland home with them, pocketing 

leaves, pebbles, sticks, and pinches of dirt as tokens of their pilgrimage, and 

their brush with Elvis. The stuff of material culture – Graceland itself and its 

relics – is pivotal to the devotional practices and beliefs of Elvis’s fans (Doss 

2002: 63-86).

 Graceland  itself isn’t that remarkable: a pseudo-Georgian Colonial struc-

ture of about 4,500 square feet and a small guitar-shaped pool. If it is ironic 

that this mundane mansion has now become the most popular house shrine 

in America, the fact that Elvis  Presley died and is buried there has a lot to do 

with it. Elvis was originally interred at Memphis’s Forest Hill Cemetery, but 

after reports of vandalism, Vernon Presley had his son re-buried at Graceland. 

It was a smart move. As seen in the growing public presence of ephemeral 

shrines, contemporary Americans are increasingly drawn to the sites of tra-

gic death: to the Oklahoma City Federal Building (where 168 people were 

murdered in 1995); to Columbine High School (where 15 people were killed 

in 1999; Grider 2007); to the World Trade Center (where 2,752 people were 

murdered on September 11, 2001). 

 The desire for visceral experience, for intensifi ed modes of sensation that 

may permit empathetic response, encourage ideological attachment and, es-

pecially, confi rm our own reality, draws people to these sites of tragic death. 

Some deem this disrespectful and distasteful, as a kind of  ‘tragic tourism’ tain-

ted by  ‘insidious elements of voyeurism and sensationalism’ (Lippard 1999: 

119). Yet it is also, increasingly, the subjective, personal, and hence  ‘authentic’ 

kind of ritualistic performance out of which Americans (among others) make 

meaning of tragic death and traumatic loss. These experiences are constitutive: 

visiting sites of tragedy is not simply something Americans do but part of who 

Americans are (Scott 1991). These feelings are ritualized, becoming shared 

and socially permissible through grieving, gift-giving, and intimate participa-

tion at these sites. However morbid it might seem to make the pilgrimage to 

Elvis ’s grave, even on a honeymoon, fans go to Graceland  to emotionally in-

dulge themselves, to become overwhelmed by their feelings of love, loss, and 
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loneliness for Elvis. Elated inside his house, many fans openly weep beside his 

grave.

 Of course, not everyone who goes to Graceland  is an Elvis  fan. As with 

any shrine, Graceland’s audience is a blend of pilgrims and casual tourists: as 

Juan Eduardo Campo notes, pilgrimage and tourism  ‘are seldom easily dis-

tinguishable’ today, especially as patterns of travel, information, and econo-

mics are signifi cantly reshaped (Campo 1998: 53). Other scholars have more 

closely analyzed Graceland’s visitation demographics: in a study based on 

data collected in 1984, Jim Davidson defi ned visitors to Graceland as  ‘tourists’ 

and  ‘pilgrims’ and divided the latter group into  ‘transient pilgrims,’  or fans 

who are frequent visitors, and  ‘immigrant pilgrims,’  or fans who had ac-

tually moved to Memphis in order to be  ‘closer’ to Elvis (Davidson 1990). 

However diverse the average crowd at Graceland, it is safe to say that most 

are drawn there to try to come to terms with Elvis’s abiding popularity. Their 

presence feeds the phenomenon: even the most ambivalent tourist, who goes 

to Graceland to see why everyone else goes, adds to Elvis’s popular culture 

canonization. 

 That isn’t to say that all of Graceland ’s pilgrims share the same insights 

about Elvis . Especially during Elvis Week , Graceland draws a mixed crowd of 

tourists, fans, journalists, and documentary fi lmmakers. Some fans humor the 

press, even making up stories about  ‘when I met Elvis’ or  ‘when I dated Elvis.’  

Most, however, resent the intrusion of  ‘the media’ and other outsiders into El-

vis Culture (Doss 1999: 25-27). Some are even suspicious of recently declared 

fans making their fi rst trip to Graceland, eyeing them as  ‘fake fans’ and inau-

thentic wannabes. In a seemingly classic and debated model of pilgrimage as 

communitas , going to Graceland brings many different people together (Turner 

and Turner 1978: 20). But Graceland is also a site of confl ict as pilgrims argue 

over who Elvis was and what his image represents. This is most obviously 

realized in a consideration of racial tensions evident during Elvis Week, and in 

Elvis Culture in general.
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Elvis  Week

Graceland ’s shrine-like sensibility is especially apparent during Elvis Week , 

when pilgrims engage in specifi c rituals including musical revues, impersona-

tions, benefi t concerts, art contests, memorabilia auctions, talks, memorial ser-

vices, and movie screenings. Fans tour Graceland, buy souvenirs at nearby gift 

shops, eat in special  ‘Elvis Rooms’ in local restaurants, and participate in win-

dow-decorating competitions in area motels. Ordinary spaces such as motels 

and restaurants become sacred spaces during Elvis Week , because Elvis fans 

occupy them and fi ll them with images and objects that they deem to have 

special signifi cance. Simultaneously a shrine and a shopping mall, Gracel-

and’s thirteen-acre complex resembles other pilgrimage sites where devotio-

nal practices, material culture, and commercialism are commonly mixed, from 

Lourdes  to the Basilica of the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico City. 

 Elvis  Week culminates in the Candlelight Vigil. Beginning on the afternoon 

and evening of August 15, fans gather at Graceland ’s gates. Around 9 pm a 

ceremony with prayers, poems, and Elvis songs starts, and shortly thereafter, 

fans walk up the mansion’s driveway to the Meditation Gardens for a brief 

personal tribute to Elvis. The procession goes on all night, until every pilgrim 

has had a chance to visit Elvis’s grave. Each solemnly holds a glowing candle, 

lit from a torch at the start of the procession (which is itself lit from the eternal 

fl ame at Elvis’s grave); once back down the driveway and outside Graceland’s 

gates, they snuff it out. The tone of this ritual is clearly borrowed from tradi-

tional religious practices such as midnight mass services at Christmas and 

vigils at the Shrine of Saint Jude in Chicago, where candle-lighting marks the 

beginning and the end of each pilgrim’s journey (Orsi 1991: 222). It also re-

sembles secular rituals such as fl icking lighters at rock concerts to lighting the 

Olympic Torch. For those who cannot physically attend the Candlelight Vigil, 

EPE offers an online  ‘VigilCast’ that can be viewed anytime. Indeed, Elvis’s 

burgeoning presence in cyberspace is seen in the dramatic growth of Elvis 

websites and chatrooms in recent years.

 For most pilgrims to Graceland , the Candlelight Vigil is a hushed and som-

ber ceremony, the cathartic moment of a highly emotional week. Rituals have 

special meaning because of their sensuality, and this one is especially sensual. 
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The sounds of cicadas, low murmurs, hushed cries, and Elvis ’s music, broad-

cast over strategically-placed loudspeakers all over Graceland’s grounds; the 

visual spectacle of Graceland lit up at night, of fl ickering candles, and crowds 

of fans; the smells of wax, perfume, magnolias, roses, and sweat; and, of 

course, the damp and steamy heat, made even more oppressive by standing 

in line pressed against thousands of other fans for hours on end, all combine 

to make the Candlelight Vigil an especially physically powerful ritual. 

 Its special character is enhanced by the offerings that fans leave at Elvis ’s 

tomb. Traditional pilgrimages usually involve confessional components, and 

the gifts left by Elvis’s fans are comparable. Many specifi cally request Elvis’s 

intervention: a gift left at his grave during Elvis Week  1996, for example, fea-

tured a photo and a hand-printed letter that read:  ‘Dear Elvis: Miss Yoko was 

here at Graceland  last summer but can’t make it this time because she died in 

a car accident in September last year. You don’t know how much she loved you 

but we hope she is with you in the heaven. Her friends from Japan.’ Other of-

ferings, especially those which feature images of Elvis, are like ex-votos, or mi-

lagros: small metal objects shaped like body parts (hearts, hands, feet) that are 

commonly left at the shrines of holy fi gures and serve as petitions or thanks 

(Wilson 1983: 21). Offerings of Elvis dolls and Elvis pictures placed where he 

is buried seem to have a similarly powerful meaning for the fans who leave 

them. They are also expressions of gratitude: physically and visually expressive 

focal points of fan tributes to Elvis’s signifi cance in their lives.

 As much as fans fi nd pleasure in Elvis ’s image, pain and sorrow are also 

evident during Elvis Week . Aside from assassinated political fi gures such as 

Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and the Reverend Martin Luther King, 

Jr., Americans have historically embraced few secular realm martyrs. Elvis’s 

suffering, his drug-addict death in a Graceland  bathroom, his failure to fi nd 

happiness despite achieving the American Dream may be what attracts so 

many of his fans, who are likewise caught up in pursuing the myth of the 

American Dream. Many fans imagine Elvis as a fellow sufferer, which may 

explain that the image of Elvis most loved by contemporary American fans, 

and most frequently evoked by his impersonators, is that of the Las Vegas 

Elvis, the  ‘Fat, Pain-Racked, Self-Destructive Elvis’ (Gottdiener 1997: 189-200, 
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Rosenbaum 1995: 62, 64). This image of the suffering Elvis, dressed in an all-

white jumpsuit and working extra hard to entertain his fans, also reaffi rms fan 

assumptions of Elvis’s  ‘all-white’ cultural superiority.

All-White Elvis 

During the 1950s, many fans embraced Elvis ’s cross-race stylistics: his bor-

rowings from and dependence on black culture. Many contemporary fans, 

however, are unaware of or more blatantly refute Elvis’s undeniable appropri-

ation of African-American rhythms and sounds, his own acknowledgement of 

lessons learned from black musicians, and his personal commitment to racial 

and cultural integration. Instead, they image an all-white Elvis that corresponds 

to their nostalgia for an American culture that never really existed, but which 

they fear is fading from national consciousness. Like the supporters of virulent 

anti-immigration measures such as Proposition 187, the 1994  ‘Save Our State’ 

initiative aimed at cleansing California of undesirable – meaning  ‘nonwhite’ 

– immigrants, most Elvis fans deny they are racist (Lopez 1996: 144). They say 

they are simply  ‘taking care’ of Elvis and preserving his memory, but their limi-

ting image of Elvis betrays their racial animus. Pilgrimage practices observed 

during 1993 through 1996 and surveys from fans collected in 1996-1998 sub-

stantiate the following remarks (see also Doss 1999: 163-211).

 Pilgrimage to Graceland  is predominantly white. Although Elvis  is popu-

lar in countries such as Brazil (where Sao Paulo’s Gang Elvis Brasil fan club 

regularly draws 600 fans to monthly meetings) and Japan, and foreign fans 

are present during Elvis Week , most of those who go to Graceland are white. 

Although there are African-American Elvis fans and Graceland is situated in 

a predominantly black neighborhood (called Whitehaven), few blacks visit. 

Indeed, going to Graceland, or to Memphis in general, did not even rate on 

a  ‘color comfortable’ tourism list assembled by the African-American maga-

zine Ebony for its majority black readers, who were advised, instead, to vi-

sit Walt Disney World, Las Vegas, New Orleans, and the Zora Neale Hurston 

Festival in Eatonville, Florida (Anon. 1997: 58-60). Neither Memphis, despite 

being the  ‘birthplace of the blues,’  nor Graceland project a race-friendly ima-
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ge. While black workers staff Graceland’s shops and restaurants and super-

vise its tours, most view Graceland, and Elvis Culture in general, as a  ‘white 

thing.’  Black absence in Elvis Culture is due to the concerted manner in which 

the culture itself has been organized as a distinctive and deifi ed site of whi-

teness.

 Admittedly, some fans recall Elvis ’s own acts of racial goodwill and 

fellowship:  ‘Elvis crashed through barriers, bringing the people of the world 

together via his gifts,’ writes one fan, while another adds:  ‘The love Elvis shared 

with all of us came straight from the heart without manipulation or preju-

dice or guile.’  But few fans closely consider why African-Americans might 

feel unwelcome in a racialized fan culture whose favored images include Elvis 

the working class hero, Elvis the Southern separatist, and Elvis the Las Vegas 

showman: all images which reinforce assumptions of a culturally-dominant 

whiteness that many fans extend to Elvis himself.

 Brouhaha over Elvis ’s image on a 29-cent US postage stamp reveals the 

racial chasm in Elvis Culture. Shortly after Elvis’s death, the US Postal Ser-

vice was besieged by fan demands that Elvis join the fl ag and the eagle as 

lickable national icons. Vermont fan Pat Geiger headed fan lobbying efforts, 

writing daily letters to the US Postmaster General and organizing petitions 

from fan clubs. In 1992, the fi rst nationwide vote for an American stamp was 

orchestrated, and the post offi ce printed fi ve million ballots offering a choice 

between an image of Elvis the rebellious rock and roller or Elvis the Las Vegas 

showman. Certain politicians decried the campaign:  ‘What are we saying to 

our young people?’ growled Representative Marge Roukema, a New Jersey 

Republican.  ‘We’re trying to teach them to say no to drugs, then look who 

we’re lionizing on a stamp.’ And certain philatelists sneered:  ‘Elvis is to stamps 

what Barbara Cartland is to serious literature’ (Brown 1992: 1, 31).3 Fans, 

however, focused on promoting their preferred image of Elvis in a high-col-

lared white jumpsuit. While thrilled by Elvis’s impending honorifi c status, they 

worried about democracy in action. As the president of the Elvis Love Forever 

Fan Club sniffed:  ‘A lot of non-fans and people who don’t know very much 

about Elvis will vote [and] I’m not sure you will get the nicest picture.’

 Indeed, fans were dismayed when the American public picked the 1950s 
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Elvis  over the Las Vegas image by a three to one margin (over a million votes 

were cast). Fans were even more upset by Elvis’s inclusion in the US Post 

Offi ce’s  ‘Legends of American Music’ series, along with Ritchie Valens, Dinah 

Washington, Buddy Holly, Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Otis Redding, and 

Clyde McPhatter.  ‘I don’t like the idea of Elvis being part of a group because 

he is too unique,’ complained Geiger. Other fans were similarly peeved that 

the US Post Offi ce sought to contextualize Elvis within the country and wes-

tern, rhythm and blues, gospel, and pop musical cultures from which he actu-

ally emerged, thus making him one of many popular culture legends instead 

of the legend.

 Fan beliefs in Elvis ’s  ‘unique’ and culturally-dominant whiteness were 

most blatantly revealed in the summer of 1994, when Lisa Marie Presley  an-

nounced her marriage to Michael Jackson . Many fans denounced the celebrity 

union as an act of race treason:  ‘It was a sin for her to marry a black,’ wrote one 

fan;  ‘I feel Lisa Marie  disgraced her heritage,’ wrote another. One longtime 

Elvis fan from South Carolina, who had started a fan club in 1956, stated that 

Elvis  ‘would NOT have given his Blessings’ to the marriage because  ‘Southern 

roots go DEEP and 99% of us Black and White folks DO NOT believe in mixed 

marriages.’  During Elvis Week  that year, the fi eldstone walls in front of Grace-

land  featured the following graffi ti:  ‘Elvis: Lisa Marie  made a big mistake mar-

rying that jerk. Come back and straighten her out!’ and  ‘Elvis: Too bad your 

son-in-law is a faggit nigger’ [sic]. The newsletters of some Elvis fan clubs 

printed similarly racist outbursts (Doss 1999: 200-202). And proprietors of va-

rious gift shops near Graceland noticed a dramatic increase in sales of Elvis 

fl ags: banners featuring Elvis’s face in the middle of the Confederate battle 

fl ag, the premiere symbol of white supremacy.

 The marriage of  ‘The King’ of rock-and-roll’s only daughter to a black en-

tertainer universally hailed as  ‘The King of Pop’ obviously generated deep-felt 

anxieties among many white fans about Elvis ’s presence and authority, and 

their own, in an increasingly multicultural America. Their race-based condem-

nation of his daughter’s second (and shortlived) marriage and their invectives 

against Michael Jackson  speak to the racialized and racist narrative that also 

underlies Elvis’s popularity in contemporary America. While many white fans 
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eagerly embraced Elvis’s appropriation of black sounds and styles in the 1950s 

and championed the colorblind  ‘family of man’ Zeitgeist that Elvis promoted in 

his 1970s concerts, many of today’s fans have re-formed his image, and hence 

his historical meaning and memory, into one of reifi ed whiteness.

 In 1956, while Elvis  was topping the charts and gaining national atten-

tion on prime-time TV, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. was leading the 

Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott and drawing national attention to civil 

rights. Today, many fans who mourn for Elvis at Graceland  forget that another 

highly revered King died in Memphis (in 1968), murdered at the site of what is 

now the National Civil Rights Museum. In the early twenty-fi rst century, the 

United States of America is dominated by a loss of faith in liberal humanism 

and racial equality, and King is no longer an icon: his vision of an integra-

ted American Dream no longer commands credibility. The Elvis who shared 

King’s dream of American racial harmony is no icon, either. Today’s Elvis, as 

personifi ed by many of today’s fans, symbolizes white privilege and cultural 

dominance. Locked into an oppressive ideology of racial essentialism, many 

of the fans who make the pilgrimage to Graceland carry an image of Elvis that 

represents a divided and oppositional race consciousness. In their segregated 

and stifl ing world, there is no room for the liberatory and barrier-breaking 

image of the original, interracial Elvis.

Notes

1 Unless otherwise noted, all quotes from fans in this essay stem from author interviews conduc-
ted in Memphis or elsewhere from 1993 through 1996, or from surveys of Elvis fans collected in 
1996-1998.
2 Cf. The living on or reincarnation of Jim Morrison mentioned on page 145.

3 Barbara Cartland was a very successful British writer of sweet romance novels.
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