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Elvis Presley's Graceland, 
or the Aesthetic of Rock 'n' Roll Heaven 

Karal Ann Marling 

The living room of Graceland in 
March 1965. The cocktail table, 
the console at the end of the sofa, 
and the lamp are all original to 
Elvis's first decorating endeavor, 
as are the gilding and the red 
drapes. The white walls and 
carpets are new, and the famous 
custom-made couch has been 

reupholstered. 

From 1957 to 1977, Graceland was a house, a private home at 3764 Elvis Presley Boule- 
vard (a fast-food-infested twelve-mile stretch of U.S. Highway 51 South, once known as 
Bellevue Boulevard) on the outskirts of Memphis, Tennessee, not far from the airport. 
In 1972, after considerable debate over what major landmark might be named after 
Memphis's most famous resident without undue embarrassment to the city, local politi- 
cians seized upon the honky-tonk, used-car and neon section of Bellevue that dribbled 
down toward Mississippi, the state of the honoree's birth. The house sat in a grove of oak 
trees on a hill, about a hundred yards back from that busy thoroughfare, and was sur- 
rounded by a tall wall of Alabama fieldstone. When the owner was in town, he kept 
vampire hours and was rarely seen-by day, at any rate-on the lawn overlooking the 
steady stream of traffic. But he was often away, in Hollywood or Las Vegas or on tour. So, 
in 1975, he bought and customized a commercial airliner, officially christened the Lisa 
Marie after his little daughter. Privately, he called the plane his "flying Graceland." 

Today, the Lisa Marie sits right across the street from the terrestrial Graceland in what 
looks like a strip mall but is actually the visitors' complex, which serves a major tourist 
attraction based on the house and its former occupant, who is buried in the backyard near 
his swimming pool. Elvis Presley died in a bathroom on the second floor of Graceland on 
16 August 1977. Within five years, crushing taxes and insurance had turned the house 
into a financial liability for the estate, held in trust for his daughter. Led by Priscilla 

Presley, Lisa's mother and Elvis's former wife, the guardians of the late singer's real and 
artistic property decided to open Graceland as a historic house, on the model ofJefferson's 
Monticello or Hearst's San Simeon. Tours began hurriedly in the summer of 1982, in 

hopes of catching tourists passing through Memphis en route to the Knoxville World's 
Fair. But Graceland, as it turned out, didn't need any fair. Fans flocked to Elvis Presley 
Boulevard, delighted to see at last what had been a very private place when Elvis was 
alive-much photographed from the outside, with its green shutters and lovely portico of 
white columns, but an almost total mystery within. 

In 1960, Photoplay reportedly offered $5,000 to any enterprising shutterbug who could 
sneak into Graceland and take pictures. The few existing interior shots, published by the 

Memphis papers in 1957 and 1965, were inspected like the entrails of sacred birds by fans 
and rock critics who believed Elvis when he professed an almost mystical devotion to 
home. In a remarkably mean-spirited biography of Elvis Presley, published in 1981, 
Albert Goldman belittled his subject's talent and accused him of crimes ranging from 
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The Lisa Marie, the private jet 
used for Elvis's notorious sandwich 
run to Denver, was named after 
his only child. 

sexual follies and drug abuse to growing 
disgustingly fat. But on the subject of 
Graceland, where the book begins, even 
Goldman was ambivalent. On the one 
hand, it was an environment of almost 

stupefying tastelessness: "Though it cost a 
lot of money to fill up Graceland with 

things that appealed to Elvis Presley," he 
wrote, "nothing in the house is worth a 

dime."' Yet there was something touch- 
ing, in the end, about a poor kid whose 
highest aspiration was to own a house of 
his own. 

This profound attachment to the 
notion of home makes Graceland central 
to any understanding of Elvis Presley, the 
rock revolution of the 1950s, and, 

perhaps, the whole gaudy spectacle of 
American popular culture in the postwar 
era. The Italian designers who invented a 
new, high-style interior decor based on 
bad taste and the eerie beauty of decadent 

dimestore consumer culture in the United States dubbed their movement "Memphis." On 
11 December 1980, somewhere in chilly Milan, nobody bothered to change the record as 
Bob Dylan yowled "the Memphis blues again" to a workroom full of designers, until the 
name finally began to seem right-torrid Egypt and Elvis Presley, the land of the Pha- 
raohs and American suburbia, high culture and low, wretched excess. 

In the established mythology of Elvis Presley, excess is often a positive value, a mark of 

generosity or a buoyant, fun-loving frivolity. He gave Cadillacs to relatives, friends, and 
total strangers, much as Rockefeller once handed out shiny new dimes. The first such 

Pepto Bismol-pink Crown Victoria went to his mother, Gladys, who couldn't drive: Elvis 
was a good son. The stories about the TV sets-that he shot them out whenever the show 
failed to please-are harder to link to some admirable trait, except maybe the growing 
American impatience with network dreck. Tour guides, however, stress Elvis's fondness 
for I Love Lucy, The Dick Van Dyke Show, and any game show starring fellow Memphian 
Wink Martindale, so perhaps his outburst was due to a specific aversion to Robert Goulet. 
For Goulet is the offending party in the definitive version of the story, in which Elvis, 
breakfasting in his Graceland den late one afternoon in 1974, picked up a .22 and 

plugged the set when the crooner appeared. "That jerk's got no heart!" runs one quote 
explaining the assault. "That will be enough of that shit!" runs another. Either way, the 
incident paints Elvis as impulsive. Vernon Presley, defending his son from scurrilous 

posthumous attacks in 1978, admitted that the incident really happened. "But he was in 
his own home and shot out his own TV set," the elder Presley argued, "and when he'd 
done it he could afford to buy a new one."2 The rich can afford to be impulsive. 

The Graceland tour is generally careful to avoid anecdotes that might lend support to 
the Goldmanian view of a bulging, besotted Elvis who was fatally out of control or dying 
of his very excessiveness. In the mansion proper, for example, the fourteen TV sets are all 
intact. But there is one odd exception to the editing process, shown in the ersatz airport 
lounge outside the Lisa Marie. Brought back to Memphis and added to the roster of 
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Graceland: the heavenly mansion 
on a hill in suburban Memphis, 
Tennessee. Atop the slender 
columns are distinctive 
Memphian capitals-attenuated 
and lotuslike. 

r 

Graceland attractions in 1984, the Lisa Marie is introduced by a film in which members 
of the Presley inner circle discuss the purchase, refurbishing, and use of the plane. When 
his turn comes, pilot Elwood David, looking vaguely guilty, describes a 1 A.M. run to 
Denver for peanut butter sandwiches on Groundhog Day, 1976-a story that is to Elvis 
hagiography what the cherry tree legend is to George Washington. As Captain David tells 
it, the incident is silly and a little obscene-a five-hour flight, 3,000 miles, 42,000 gallons 
of fuel, and $16,000-worth of bills, all to indulge a late-night craving for something 
readily available in one's own kitchen. 

The facts are more interesting, for what sent Elvis to Denver in the middle of the night 
was no ordinary Skippy-on-Wonder Bread snack. It was, instead, just about the best 
thing he'd ever tasted, a $49.50 extravaganza from a restaurant known as the Colorado 
Mining Co., a sandwich made from a whole loaf of homemade bread, slit down the 
middle, smothered in the usual peanut butter and jelly, and then topped off with a pound 
of just-fried, crispy bacon. It was the ordinary raised to an overripe state of perfection- 
lush, luscious, grandiose, but comfortable withal and familiar. Excessive. Expensive. 
Impulsive. The saga of the peanut butter sandwich has much in common with the history 
of Elvis Presley's Graceland. 

Deconstructing the Jungle Room 

The so-called Jungle Room or den where Elvis executed the television set is a case in 
point. Originally a patio or open porch on the back of the house, the den was enclosed in 
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the early sixties and further refined in 1965 with the construction of an indoor waterfall 
enlivened by a rainbow of colored lights. A relative of a friend did the work, with little 
concern for the architectural integrity of the house as a whole. In fact, during the same 
decade a room for racing slot cars, a playroom, and a kitchen addition were also tacked 
on, and, for a brief period in 1961, Elvis even contemplated building an all-aluminum, 
two-story octagonal wing behind the pool for offices and a recording studio. The addi- 
tions share an erratic, spur-of-the-moment quality, a lack of a unifying theme that con- 
trasts strongly with the formality and balance of Graceland's traditional Georgian design. 
The front yard is all stately columns and pediments; the backyard is a randy vernacular of 
mismatched parts, each one built on whim. Graceland resembles a movie set, with a 
serene facade concealing the assortment of clunky mechanisms that make it all work, or a 
suburban house with a manicured lawn out front and in the back, hidden from the street, 
a messy assortment of barbecues and kiddie pools. The ceremonial versus the functional. 
Illusion, or public image, versus the untidy realities of life. 

In the beginning, the furnishings of the new den were fairly conventional. According to 
one of the domestics who came to work at Graceland as the room was being completed, 
there were two sectional sofas and a special tall-backed chair for Presley, all done in gold 
leather, along with blond cocktail and end tables, draperies with big red flowers and 
splashes of green, and a huge color TV.3 Unlike the more formal rooms at the front of the 
house, the den was clearly intended for hard everyday use: Elvis ate his breakfast in front 
of the big-screen television, and most of the group activities that involved his quasi- 
permanent retinue of friends and employees took place there, too. Except for the gold 
upholstery, the only outrageous touch was the electrified cataract, which suggested a motel 
lobby, or the fieldstone feature wall from the decorator-moderne living room of Elvis's 
rich movie parents in Blue Hawaii (1961). In the home of a star, a little Hollywood 
glamour was perfectly appropriate. 

The first inkling that something deeply peculiar had happened to the den came in 

September 1977. Caroline Kennedy, working as a part-time reporter for the New York 

Daily News, went to Memphis in August for Presley's funeral. Much to the chagrin of the 
family, who admitted her to Graceland on the assumption that she was paying a legitimate 
condolence call, Kennedy later sold a politely horrified description of the interior appoint- 
ments to Rolling Stone. It was all there, a record of bad taste carried to spectacular heights 
-crimson carpeting, scarlet satin chairs with rhinestones, no less, woven into the seat 
cushions, paintings on velvet, statues of naked women simpering under ersatz waterfalls of 

plastic beads. But the most intriguing room on her Graceland tour was the private living 
room (aka, the den), to which the grieving relatives had retreated from the cool scrutiny of 
the curious. It was "paneled in mahogany," she wrote, "and decorated with fur-covered 
African shields and spears."4 

Her disbelieving once-over did not begin to do justice to an ensemble of cypress-crotch 
coffee tables, green shag carpeting (on floor and ceiling), mirrors framed in the breast 
feathers of pheasants, flocked Austrian shades, Wookie-fur lampshades, and massive pine 
chairs and couches seemingly carved with chain saws in a style other stunned observers 
have since labeled Polynesian Primitive, Early Goona-Goona, or Tahitian Provincial. If 
such a creation requires explanation, any number of plausible reasons can be supplied. 
Elvis wanted to be reminded of happy holidays in Hawaii, for example. Or the carpeting 
made for great acoustics (a theory disputed by the poor quality of two albums he recorded 
there at the end of his life) or made the room look like the business end of a groovy 
bachelor's van. The penultimate scene in Girl Happy (1964) has Elvis fighting for the 
honor of Shelley Fabares in a Tiki bar abounding in just such details. An RCA record 
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William Eggleston, Untitled 
(Jungle Room), 1983, from the 
portfolio Graceland Dye transfer 
print on paper, 50.8 x 60.8 cm (20 x 
24 in.). National Museum of 
American Art, Gift ofAmy 
Loeserman Klein 

The Jungle Room, or den, on the 
ground floor of Graceland was 
added in the sixties and redeco- 

rated by Elvis a decade later on a 
whim. The decor proves that 
Elvis could do anything. 

executive Elvis knew had an office decorated in a similar jungle motif (complete with a 
live fifteen-foot boa). Of course, there is also the possibility that Elvis Presley had terrible 
taste or that Elvis chic occupies an aesthetic dimension in which conventional standards of 
good taste are irrelevant. 

The various pieces in the room-the seven-foot throne that glowers at the projection 
TV system, the chairs with the angry deities carved into the arms-were not custom made. 
Other folks had similar stuff. Big, dark, and exotic living room suites were often sold at 
state fairs in the 1970s. Todd Morgan, who works at Graceland today, remembers seeing 
"almost that exact same furniture in Clarendon, Arkansas, in the Pettigrew Furniture 
Store on Madison Street" when he was twelve years old and wanting it for his room. But 
let's face it, most grown-ups agree with Caroline Kennedy on this one: the Jungle Room is 
stunningly, staggeringly tacky even if it isn't (or wasn't) one of a kind. A recent article 
celebrating Graceland's listing on the National Register of Historic Places maintains that 
the Jungle Room only looks a little strange to the 1990s because times and tastes have 
changed; in another hundred years or so, we are told, the Tiki sofas will seem no more or 
less tasteful than a roomful of Belter Victoriana in the American Wing at the Metropoli- 
tan Museum. But leaving the Jungle Room to the drowsy embrace of history suppresses 
the barefaced ha-ha-ha vitality of the place and the evanescent glee of a really good joke.5 

That everybody has a funny story to tell about the Jungle Room indicates just how 
peculiar it does look and how important it becomes for the custodians of the Presley 
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The multicolored waterfall was 
installed in the Jungle Room in 
1965. 

legacy to explain the decor away as a spontaneous, three-dimensional gag rather than a 

decorating gaffe of major proportions. All accounts of the purchase of the furniture stress 
that the dirty deed was done quickly. In 1974, when Elvis and his live-in girlfriend, Linda 
Thompson, were in the throes of a redecorating fever, he is said to have walked into 
Donald's Furniture in Memphis and picked out every last Tiki ashtray, plastic plant, and 

bunny-fur pillow in the space of thirty minutes (better make that forty-five), for immedi- 
ate delivery. David Stanley, one of Elvis's three stepbrothers, claims to have gone along on 
the expedition. He says that Elvis didn't like to shop for furniture and took the first thing 
he saw to get out of the store. In the Stanley version, the Jungle Room is the product of 
bored impatience.6 

Yet others who watched the mansion's windows removed and the massive pieces 
shoehorned into Graceland remember it differently. Elvis was watching TV in the den one 
afternoon, saw a Donald's ad and had to have that furniture right away, they insist. 
Furniture dealers in Memphis still intrude on afternoon programming with folksy, funny, 
homemade spots that feature their most telegenic suites on E-Z credit terms, ready to take 
home tooo-day. Or perhaps, as one variant tale has it, Vernon Presley saw the ad, walked 
in on his son's breakfast and said, "I just went by Donald's Furniture Store, and they've 
got the ugliest furniture I've ever seen in my life." "Good!" Elvis might have replied. 
"That sounds like me." Or maybe Elvis listened, said nothing, but later slipped out to 
Donald's and had the new Trader Vic look in place by suppertime, as a joke on his 

daddy.7 
Even the best jokes wear thin with the retelling, and there is no indication that Elvis 

Presley meant the Jungle Room to be preserved intact for posterity. On the contrary, 
when RCA set up recording equipment there in February 1976 to coax Elvis into making 
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Graceland resembles a movie set, with a serene facade con- 

cealing the assortment ofclunky mechanisms that make it 
all work, or a suburban house with a manicured lawn out 

front and in the back, hidden fom the street, a messy as- 
sortment of barbecues and kiddie pools. 

a new album, he was reluctant to send the speakers and music stands back to Nashville 
because he had come to like the room better without the funny furniture. The joke no 
longer tickled Elvis. But a stale whiff of ham-handed humor still clings to the Jungle 
Room, as the tall chairs elbow one another self-importantly and the dust settles on the 
leaves of tropical flowers scented with Lemon Pledge. 

Humor is often a serious business, a way of attacking and changing the status quo. 
Since his teen years, when he reveled in the flashy lime-green and pink outfits found 
exclusively at Lansky's beyond-the-pale emporium on Beale Street, Elvis Presley had 
chafed at the stylistic strictures of established good taste. The redecoration of Graceland in 
the 1970s was a gesture of knowing contempt for the givens, couched as a Polynesian 
joke. Alan Fortas, one of the long-term members of Elvis's so-called "Memphis Mafia," 
described the chosen appointments of the period as "all the furniture you wouldn't 

buy"-not in a million years.8 You 
wouldn't. I wouldn't. But Elvis Presley 
did, thereby measuring out the existential 
distance between Elvisdom and the dens 
of mere middle-class mortals, trapped in 
pastel blandness by their own timid 
yearning to conform. 

The joke was that Elvis treated a whole 
roomful of furniture as another American 

disposable item, like a no-deposit, no-return Pepsi bottle: the Tarzan suite appeared at 
Graceland in 1974, and by 1976, it was on its way out. But Elvis had the great misfortune 
to die before his den, in all its temporary awfulness, transmuted itself into "Louis V" (for 
Vegas) velveteen, Early Locker Room, or Country-Southern Curlicue. You and I wouldn't 
consign a set of almost-new furniture to the attic because we were tired of it. We probably 
wouldn't have bought it in the first place if we suspected the appeal would fade overnight. 
Elvis did, though. What good was money if you couldn't spend it? The rich furnished 
their libraries and studies-their upscale dens-with expensive antiques. Elvis had no use 
for them. "When I was growing up in Tupelo [Mississippi], I lived with enough... 
antiques to do one for a lifetime," he explained.9 New was better, but alas, nothing stays 
fresh and new for long. Certainly not a joke, a mid-seventies fad, or a Tahitian end 
table fashioned from a slab of distressed myrtlewood glistening under a thick coat of 
polyurethane. 

The Jungle Room is an act of faith in the doctrine of serial novelty--out with the old, 
in with the new, over and over again, or the same restless side of the American character 
that drove the pioneers ever westward in search of fresh scenery and perpetual rebirth. 
When Elvis ensconced himself in his den to watch TV, he shot the set if his interest 

flagged. When he rented whole theaters and took his friends to the movies, he stopped the 
film and showed another one if he got bored. In the 1970s, he treated solid, tangible 
artifacts as though they, too, were flickering pictures on a screen, images that could be 
made to appear and-poof!-disappear at a snap of the fingers. Cadillacs and custom- 
made clothes came and went, given away in acts of impulsive generosity that were also 
purges of sorts. At the finale of his globally televised Hawaiian special in 1973, he tossed a 
jewel-encrusted cape into the audience as if to put the performance behind him and get 
on to something new. Graceland has the same nervous, episodic quality. It is not quite 
real-a Technicolor illusion: the facade is pure Gone With the Wind, while the den in the 
back is Mogambo with a hint of Blue Hawaii. Living in Graceland was like living on a 
Hollywood backlot, where patches of tropical scenery alternated with the blackened ruins 
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of antebellum Atlanta. It was like living in a Memphis movie theater during an endless 
private screening for Elvis Presley. 

Diehard fans are sometimes disappointed by the formal rooms along the highway 
side of Graceland. They're beautiful, in a chilly blue-and-white way, but remote and 
overarranged. Displays in upscale furniture stores seem to have more real character. The 
Jungle Room feels different. Personal. Partly, it's the story. "That's the room he picked 
out the furniture for himself and it was the room he spent a lot of time in," notes a 
visiting dealer in Presley memorabilia from Pennsylvania. Partly, it's a matter of personal 
style, a defiant sleaziness expressed in upholstery almost too repellent to touch. "It's 
funny," says the fan, "but you can feel him there, like it fit his personality."'1 Nonbelievers 
prefer the Jungle Room, too, because the overt bad taste lets them recoil in horror and 
imagine themselves a notch or two higher than Elvis on the class scale. Or the maturity 
scale, for the Jungle Room affords a glimpse of a rich man spending his money like a ten 
year old with a huge allowance and an overactive imagination. 

Liberace, whose many gilt-on-white estates were crammed with functional objects 
tortured into piano shapes, embraced an overemphatic fauxness that formed the basis 
for his stage act. "I love the fake," he told an interviewer. "As long as it looks real, I'll go 
for it."''11 His movie star houses-the Astroturflawns and the mock-elegant candelabra- 
were teasing advertisements for a public persona masquerading as a private one, or vice 
versa. There is no similar irony in Elvis's Tahitian-style den-only a rush of pleasure 
enhanced by the awareness that there were more jokes to come, more wacky stuff from 
Donald's to buy someday, more Saturday matinee fantasies to be lived out in the privacy 
of Graceland. 

Hollywood Houses 

That childlike sensibility was not entirely foreign to Hollywood. Comedian Red Skelton 
called his Bel Air estate "a Disneyland for adults." On the exterior, the Georgian structure 
was dignified and refined, one of Hollywood's showplaces. The grounds included an 
eleven-car garage and a driveway that meandered more than a mile through formal 
gardens to the vine-covered, red-brick house on the crest of a hill. But Skelton kept a 
stuffed gorilla in the shower room next to the pool. The manicured lawn was peppered 
with circus relics. The den had its own projection booth, plush seats, and a cache of old 
movies. There was a shocking pink piano in the living room and a ten-foot bed in the 
master suite. And the comic often hinted at plans to line the drive (already lit up like an 
airport runway after dark) with life-size statues of saints. 

It was all a monument to the rise of an ordinary boy from poverty to affluence, from 
obscurity to stardom. On the coffee table Skelton kept a doll representing a sad tramp (the 
character figured in one of his better-known TV routines) to remind him of just how far 
he had come. He loved sad clowns, too: in a pink art studio in the garden, he painted 
picture after picture of the father he had never known, a clown with the old Hagenbeck 
and Wallace Circus. For all the retrospection, however, those invited to the Skelton house 
came away remembering the wild pink piano, the pranks, and the gorilla. It was great fun 
to be in a place that looked so staid and solemn and yet accommodated the zany antics of 
an overgrown kid. "This is going to be a lot nicer than Red Skelton's house when I get it 
like I want it," said the young Elvis on the day he bought Graceland.12 He never did put a 
stuffed gorilla out by the pool. But eventually, he went Skelton one better. Elvis Presley 
had a whole Jungle Room. 
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There was something touching, in the end, about a poor kid 
whose highest aspiration was to own a house of his own. 

The prevailing architectural fantasy in Hollywood during the thirties and forties was 
Skelton Colonial or an overscaled neoclassicism that veered from the austerity of the 
Greek Revival toward blowsy evocations of Mount Vernon and the antebellum South. 
The homes of the stars were on vast "estates" containing pools, golf courses, multiple 
garages and outbuildings, and even private gas stations. Acreage was a major status 
symbol. The houses chosen for reproduction on picture postcards often had ranks of lofty 
columns marshaled around the front door: an impressive entrance awed the humble guest 
by its sheer scale that bespoke the wealth and importance of the owner. Size equaled 
stature, and it was these big, pompous star facades that outsiders most often saw in the 
pages of fan magazines or from the windows of passing tour buses. 

In the 1950s, faced by stiff competition 
from TV, many members of the film 
colony adopted a less regal, more subur- 
ban lifestyle to project an image in 
keeping with the imagined tastes of an 

audience that suddenly preferred small-screen domestic comedy to Technicolor drama 
with popcorn and uniformed ushers. But for Elvis Presley, whose own days as a $12.75-a- 
week usher at Loew's State Theatre were not far behind him, the big, pretentious I'm-a- 
star house retained a potent allure. He took the Hollywood tour himself, and when his 
parents came to Los Angeles in February 1957 to join him on the set of his second film, 
they went too, to stare, goggle-eyed, at Red Skelton's domain. Jailhouse Rock (1957), 
Presley's third movie, features a prescient scene in which Elvis, playing a young singer bent 
on stardom, begins his career by taking a bus tour of the homes of Hollywood's greats. 

Critic and architect Charles Jencks has identified a distinct group of features common 
to the movie star house, which he describes as the American equivalent to the European 
palace. These include massive size; gates, guards, and long drives (signs of control and 
power); and blockbuster facades-all features that convey importance, like the credits 
running over dazzling displays of cinematography at the beginning of a movie. "They are 
meant to be seen, ogled at, emulated-the main point of stardom," Jencks concludes.13 
He also detects a disparity between the spacious suites of standard rooms near the entry 
and the more exotic chambers in the back; that is, the initial impression of power and 
pomp gives way gradually to a rambling informality that puts guests admitted into the 
inner sanctum at ease. Architectural propriety on the tour bus side. Unbuttoned lassitude 
in the back garden. 

That contrast was not readily apparent to the average 1950s fan, however. Views of 
interiors provided to the press always showed the resplendent front rooms appointed in a 
limited range of standard Hollywood conventions: big, custom-made pieces (to contain 
the sheer magnitude of a Clark Gable, for instance), white carpets (in need of constant 
attention by servants), mirrors (to check the most flattering camera angles), and elaborate, 
"stagy" treatments of draperies and lighting fixtures. In 1956 and 1957, Ladies Home 

Journal ran a series of picture features on the houses of Hollywood's younger couples. The 
object was to stress the wholesome, familial, just-folks side of Hollywood, but the rooms 
illustrated betrayed an old-fashioned, drop-dead glamour. Ann Blyth, for example, had a 
smallish house in unfashionable Toluca Lake, but her living room contained a massive oil 
portrait of herself, huge crystal chandeliers, and ponderous valences over draperies tor- 
tured into folds that resembled theater curtains. Electric drapes that whooshed open with 
the push of a button were a key star amenity of the 1950s: Tony Martin and Cyd Charisse 
had them in a living room "of super-Cineramic length," along with mirrors, candelabra, 
and lots of too-big overstuffed furniture. The Debbie Reynolds-Eddie Fisher "farm style" 
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residence boasted the same kind of super-long mega-couches. Graceland was still a fantasy 
away, and against such Hollywood opulence, the Presleys' brand new, pastel green, air- 
conditioned ranch house in Memphis looked pretty ordinary-a measly, puny thing, 
redolent of layaway plans and discount stores out on the highway, despite a just-added 
two-car garage, a swimming pool, wall-to-wall carpeting, real wood paneling, and a fence 
emblazoned with musical notes. 

The Presley family moved into their new house in May 1956, less than a month after 
Elvis signed a seven-year movie contract with producer Hal Wallis and Paramount. Under 
the terms of the deal, Elvis got $100,000 for his first picture, slated to begin shooting in 
August. He capped his Hollywood triumph by heading straight back to Memphis and 

paying $40,000 in cash (a huge sum by the standards of the day) for the one-story frame 
house at 1034 Audubon Drive, in a quiet neighborhood on the east side of town, near 
Memphis State University. The district was an upper middle-class subdivision, next to a 
new city park. The wide, curving, tree-lined streets, jammed with luxurious houses 
separated only by the narrowest strips of lawn, even bore a slight resemblance to the streets 
of Beverly Hills. But the Presley residence was not a mini-movie star house, : la Beverly 
Hills. On the outside, at any rate, it was all-American suburban-the kind of house in 
which habitual TV watchers might expect to find the Ozzie Nelsons or another happy 
sitcom family. 

To the Presleys, it must have seemed like Buckingham Palace or Pickfair (Mary 
Pickford's house and the Hollywood star abode). Elvis had been born in a two-room 

shotgun house in rural Tupelo, Mississippi. Vernon Presley built the structure himself out 
of $180-worth of nails and lumber, but as modest as it was, that little house in Tupelo 
was the nicest home the family would occupy for the next twenty years. Fleeing poverty 
and a succession of rented places near dumps and slaughterhouses, Vernon, Gladys, and 
the thirteen-year-old Elvis aimed their '39 Plymouth up State Highway 78 toward 

Memphis in September 1948 and entered the world of cheap boarding houses and 

housing projects. The house on Audubon Drive was the first one they ever owned free and 
clear and the first public sign of Elvis Presley's success. At twenty-one, the dutiful son set 
his parents up in real style. 

Elvis in Suburbia 

Elvis, concluded one recent visitor to Graceland, "had a sweet tooth for the mainstream."'4 
In the fifties, the mainstream was defined to an ever-growing extent by the mass media. 
Elvis's 1956 TV appearances on popular shows hosted by Milton Berle, Steve Allen, Ed 
Sullivan, and the Dorsey Brothers made his career and earned him the lucrative Holly- 
wood contract that paid for the house on Audubon Drive. Pictures taken inside when the 
lair of the teen idol was still accessible to newshounds show TV sets everywhere: the living 
room alone held a big, blond wood console and one of the new carry-around models. 
With its tidy brick trim and shutters, its patio for backyard barbecues, its roll-out win- 
dows with venetian blinds, and its carport, the house reflected mainstream suburban taste, 
as seen on TV or glimpsed in a magazine. 

Elvis's own bedroom was a classic teenage dream, plucked item by item from ads aimed 
at the new youth market-stuffed animals, yellow wallpaper in a floral pattern, twin beds 
with flouncy pink spreads, decorative plaques of wire and plaster in far-out shapes, and an 
extension phone. A colored extension phone. Red, with rhinestones, no less. The rest of 
the house was a cornucopia of spanking new stuff that looked every bit as posh and 

82 Fall 1993 



Color was one of the basics of modern postwar living: pink 
dress shirts and sky-blue rejfigerators signified a national 

repudiation of the pinched, colorless years of the Depression 
and war. 

wonderful as the bedroom ensemble. Formica countertops. A hi-fi set. An electric range. 
Nubby sofas with broad, splayed-out arms and backs upholstered in contrasting patterns 
of palm leaves and boomerangs. Feature walls painted in colors that didn't match the rest 
of the room. Two-tone cocktail tables and cabinets with canted legs that tapered down to 

sharp brass tips. Short white drapes with blotches of outer-space tracery. Great big mirrors 
with shadow-box frames made of still more mirrors. Color everywhere, set off against dark 
wood walls. 

Photos of Elvis's prized bedside phone only hint at the riot of color that raged behind 
the bland green facade of the Audubon house. Color was one of the basics of modern 

postwar living: pink dress shirts and sky-blue refrigerators signified a national repudiation 
of the pinched, colorless years of the Depression and war. Color, notably missing from 

Elvis's appearances on early black-and- 
white TV, was also one of the distinguish- 
ing features of his live performances. 
"He'd put together colors that would look 
awful on you or me," said his one-time 
drummer, "but he could pull it off; it 
looked right on him."'15 Long before the 

after-school usher acquired a house to decorate, Elvis had expressed his aesthetic sensibility 
through a vast wardrobe, extreme in cut and florid in hue. Bemused acquaintances later 
recalled a pink suit; multicolored shoes; ruffled shirts; too-big, heavily padded jackets in 
bold, textured weaves; and green pegged pants with inset flashes of red that showed when 
he moved. Some of the outfits came from Beale Street, where the old bluesmen shopped. 
Gladys made the rest, including a memorable blue velvet blouson with puffed sleeves and 
rhinestone buttons that he wore in September 1956, when the Presleys were ceremoni- 

ously welcomed back to Tupelo with a parade and speeches by the city fathers. 
Later, Elvis moved on to custom-made jumpsuits and tuxedos of fur or cloth-of-gold. 

His zest for striking clothes-and in the fifties, a rigid distinction between Presley's stage 
wardrobe and his street clothes was often hard to draw-was basic to his personality, and 

many of the same design elements that figured in his choice of garments also dominated 
the do-it-yourself decor of the house on Audubon Drive. Once her son convinced Gladys 
that the old furniture from the projects just wouldn't do, the not-one-penny-down suites 
of 1950s Borax they chose instead (complete with ashtrays mounted on floor stands) bore 
all the marks of a typical Elvis Presley outfit. The furniture was comfortable, but newer than 
new in shape and flair. Extreme. Militantly new, with a hint of exuberant futurism. It was 
textural and aggressively bright and colorful. And it was replaceable on a moment's notice. 
Elvis invited a member of his band over to see the new house. "But Elvis," the friend 

protested, "I just saw it three weeks ago." "No, no!" he answered. "I just redecorated it."'" 
The decorating magazines would probably have called the style "contemporary"- 

vaguely orriental, given to glitter, modern but not too hard-edged, and intricate and cushy 
rather than austere. The style figured more heavily in ads for linoleum flooring and 
sectional sofas that concealed hidden beds than it did in actual prescriptive articles in 
House Beautiful. The most extreme manifestation of Elvis Contemporary came in table 
lamps, however. One such lamp from the Audubon period survives at Graceland, tucked 
away in a corner of Vernon's office. And it's a dilly. The base consists of a half-globe 
surmounted by a cut-out moon and a complementary banana-shaped piece of wood 
affixed to the lunar element. This melange supports in turn two parchment shades, one 
above the other-the lower spattered with gold flecks and vaguely rectangular (and edged 
in chenille), the upper streaked and conical (with lace trim). 
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Elvis bought lamps like this one for his mother when he first went on tour. They were 
souvenirs. But like the contents of a hope chest, the lamps were also tacit admissions of his 
longing for a perfect home, with all the right appointments. Gladys used to tease Elvis 
about his growing cache of domestic trophies. Maybe he ought to settle down and open a 
furniture store, she'd say. Yet the lamps were more than talismans of hope and comfort. In 
the decorative scheme of things on Audubon Drive, they served an important purpose. 
The windows were small and high for the most part, and Elvis had redone the main living 
spaces of the house in wood paneling. In a pattern that would later be followed at 
Graceland, the interior was dim, despite the use of bright tones, especially when the blinds 
were drawn against fans who thought nothing of tiptoeing across the lawn and peering 
inside. Lamps were a real functional necessity, but in the prevailing gloom their eccentric 
shapes glowed with an otherworldly power. 

The lamps also seemed to multiply like rabbits. A whole bedroom soon filled up with 
extra lamps, old furniture that Gladys couldn't bear to throw away, and stuffed animals- 
hound dogs and later teddy bears-sent by adoring fans at Christmastime. Christmas 
1956 was celebrated on Audubon Drive beneath a white nylon tree, festooned with red 
ornaments and twinkle lights. The tree was ultra-stylish, even chic in a decadent sort of 
way. The fully decorated Frostee-Glow artificial pine (in white, pink, or green versions) 
that appeared in Good Housekeeping in December 1957 was the first of its kind to grace 
the pages of a mainstream magazine. After Elvis's birthday, in January, the holiday 
decorations were consigned to the spare bedroom, along with the growing collection of 
lamps and fuzzy dogs. "It seemed so strange, for we had always lived in two rooms or 
three at the most," Elvis said. But now "we didn't have any place to keep [it] all, even in 
the big new house we'd just moved into .... We had no space.""17 

Elvis Buys Graceland 

People who once had nothing now had everything, with more to come. In 1958, the 
white nylon tree was replaced by a new, improved model that played carols as it twirled. 
The musical tree stood in the dining room of a mansion known as Graceland, atop a hill 
in suburban Whitehaven, out near the road to Tupelo. Gladys sat in the adjacent kitchen, 
peering at the lights and the tinsel through the service door, clearly enchanted but at the 
same time intimidated by the grandeur of the setting. She was relieved to have abandoned 
a neighborhood in which noses were raised every time she hung the wash out to dry. But 
that didn't mean she was indifferent to the idea of one entrepreneur who wanted to chop 
the house on Audubon Drive into millions of tiny fragments and sell them in packages of 
Elvis Presley Bubble Gum. Elvis thought it was "a cute little gimmick."'18 He was ready 
for something newer and bigger, something Hollywood, something more in keeping with 
his status as a big-screen box office star. 

The idea of Graceland came from the movies. In August 1956, Elvis was out in 
California, making his first film, a Civil War costume piece for which he had been loaned 
to Twentieth Century-Fox. Some have argued that the look of Love Me Tender betrays the 
industry's nervousness about the box office potential of a rock 'n' roll singer more famous 
for wiggling than vocalizing: it was shot in black and white at a time when expensive color 
was still the best reason for turning off the TV."19 But Love Me Tenderwas not, in fact, a 
routine, low-budget production. The nineteenth-century costumes and settings were 
carefully researched, and the family farm to which three of the Reno boys return after the 
defeat of the Confederacy was noteworthy for its period charm. In the story, Elvis plays 
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Elvis bought his dream mansion 
when he was only twenty-two. 

the youngest Reno, left behind to help his 
mother, and the plot revolves around his 

subsequent marriage to a girl once 
betrothed to his eldest brother, presumed 
dead. The script contains muted echoes of 

Presley's own life as the pampered son of 
a doting mother, but what impressed 
Elvis most profoundly was the set-the 
farm, with its land and rolling hills, and a 
commodious brick house chock-full of 

intriguing artifacts. He called his parents 
long distance on 23 September and told 
them he wanted to buy a big farm, a place 
in the country, for $100,000 or so. He 
told Vernon to start looking right away. 

Production stills shot during the 

filming of Love Me Tender show a 
house far grander than any the Presleys 
had ever occupied, although the Renos 
were supposed to be living under pinched 
circumstances. The lofty interiors and 
the tall front porch where Elvis sang the 
title song all dwarfed the ranch-house 

proportions of his real-life home on 
Audubon Drive. Why, the Reno place 
could hold all the lamps and hound dogs 
and ruffled shirts in the world, with room 
to spare. 

There were more farms in Elvis 

Presley's immediate movie future. In 
January 1957, as Vernon and Gladys 
continued to scour the greater Memphis 
area for a house that measured up to their 
son's fond memories of Love Me Tender, 

Elvis began work on Loving You at Paramount. Another quasi-biographical commentary 
on his life (screenwriter Hal Kantor had visited the Presleys on Audubon Drive just before 
Christmas), Loving You traces the rise of a young country singer whose charisma and fancy 
red convertible cause him to be accused of inciting teenage girls to riot and concludes with 
his vindication on a nationwide TV hookup. "Deke"/Elvis is an orphan whose off-stage 
values are wholesome and touchingly simple. "Some day I'm goin' to have a place of my 
own, like a farm," he vows, with a dreamy look in his eyes. In an idyllic moment stolen 
from the pressures of his career, Deke runs away to his girlfriend's family farm for an 
afternoon picnic up behind the house and delights in the horses, the chickens, and the big 
brick barbecue. She stays behind when Deke rejoins the tour. "I'11 always be here," she 
tells him. That's what home's all about. "How can a person who's got no home be 
homesick?" he sadly replies. 

Gladys Presley later kept chickens at Graceland. Vernon raised mules, and Elvis rode 
horses. There was plenty of room for picnics out back, too. But Graceland wasn't exactly a 
farm, nor did Elvis necessarily covet a working spread. Farm meant home, in a powerful 
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way-kin, family, stability, property, possessions. The past. It was a passionate vision of a 
way of life to be maintained despite the blandishments of Hollywood. It was Memphis 
and Tupelo and about being a movie star who never forgot his roots. It was a state of 
mind, a poignant line in a script as much as a piece of real estate. The agent who sold 
Graceland to the Presleys had heard rumors that the family was looking for a "good farm." 
But Gladys disavowed any interest in barns and tractors. They wanted something vaguely 
rustic without being rural, something, well, farmish. "What we really would like to have," 
she said, "is a few acres with a larger house, not too far out of town." Elvis was still in 

Hollywood. His parents were leaving that night to be with him and to serve as extras in 
the crowd scene at the end of Loving You. They were coming back to Memphis on 17 
March 1957. Could Virginia Grant be ready to show them her new listing out in 
Whitehaven, the spacious, ranch-type house on seven wooded acres that she'd mentioned? 
When the search for the perfect house resumed in mid-March, however, it was clear that 
the notion of a farm had evolved by degrees into the concept of an estate on the model of 
the Hollywood tour. The ranch house on the wooded lot might do, but only as a stable 
behind a much bigger house. If the Presleys bought Mrs. Grant's current offering, "they 
would have to build a large Colonial home, as that is the type of home Elvis wants."20 

Colonial, like Red Skelton's house. 

Mythmakers disagree about who spotted Graceland first. Mrs. Grant insists that she 

thought of the old Moore place as soon as Gladys mentioned the word colonial. "On 

Highway 51 South, as you approach Whitehaven Plaza," she exclaimed, "there is the most 
beautiful Colonial Mansion which a friend of mine has for sale-thirteen beautiful acres, 
too!" And by 6 P.M. on the 17th, the deal was done. Uncle Vester Presley, however, chalks 
it up to fate or divine intervention. Vester tells of going for a leisurely Sunday afternoon 
ride out Bellevue Boulevard with his brother and sister-in-law in her pink Cadillac, 

browsing for property. One house after another failed to please. Finally, they caught sight 
of a "For Sale" sign and zoomed up a steep driveway to a gigantic house with columns 
across the front. "Boy, that's a pretty place," said Vernon, "but I'll bet it would cost a lot!" 

Nobody lived there anymore; in fact, there was a religious service in progress downstairs. 
One of the church ladies showed them around. "Everyone just loves the house," Vester 
recollects saying. "I think it is the most beautiful house in the world."21 There were 460 
acres of land, some or all of it for sale. Vernon called Hollywood. Elvis said to go ahead 
and buy it. The asking price was $100,000. 

The estate had been named Graceland after Grace Toof, a previous owner. The Toofs 
owned the rise of land above Highway 51, with its grove of towering oaks, for the better 

part of a century. Grace's niece, Ruth, inherited the place and built a new house there 
with her husband, Dr. Thomas Moore, in 1939-40. The furnishings were Toof heirlooms 

imported from the ancestral manse in downtown Memphis-a gold-bronze chandelier 
with dangling crystal prisms, pier mirrors framed in antique gold leaf, and a six-foot 
Chinese vase once exhibited at the 1893 World's Fair in Chicago. 

Ida Clemens, whose Sunday real estate feature in the Memphis CommercialAppealwas 
typically prosaic, pulled out all the stops to describe the Georgian Colonial structure in 

appropriate terms. It was, she told her wide-eyed readers, positively palatial, a huge, green- 
shuttered manor built of white Tishomingo stone, specially shipped in for the Moores. 
Outside, four two-story columns supported a pediment over the front door. Inside, there 
were decorative walls of glass brick and splendid views from picture windows-very 
modern-as well as a more traditional white marble fireplace. Downstairs, across the 
front, ran a series of oyster-white formal rooms-reception hall, dining room, parlor, and 

solarium-large enough to seat five hundred people when the spaces where thrown 

86 Fall 1993 



Vernon, Elvis, and Gladys Presley 
show off their new house. Elvis 
was drafted in 1958, and this 
portrait was probably made 
shortly before his mother's death 
in August. The white summer 
hangings are in place. Note the 
blue walls, the nubby texture of 
the upholstery fabric, and the 
same lamp that appears in 1965 
photos of the mansion. 

together so that the daughter of the family could play her harp at future musicales. As 
Miss Ruth Marie Moore most surely would, for the Moores enjoyed a high social and 
cultural standing in the community. Ida Clemens detected this cachet in the architectural 
character of Graceland, their new country abode: "As you roll up the drive, you sense its 
fine heritage of the past in its general feeling of aristocratic kindliness and tranquility."22 

Graceland as Tara 

"Colonial courtliness." "Subtle luxury." "Majestic columns." Wow! A house fit for 
demigods, antebellum planters, or movie stars! Indeed, Graceland didlook a lot like one 
of the stately southern mansions in which Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh had played out 
their torrid Civil War romance in the 1939 blockbuster Gone With the Wind. Set in red- 
clay Georgia during the rise and fall of the great cotton plantations, the movie was based 
on the best-selling novel of the same name by Margaret Mitchell, an Atlanta journalist. 
After the book appeared in 1936, with a dust jacket illustration depicting cavaliers and 
their ladies lolling in front of white colonnaded mansions, tourists bedeviled her with 
demands to be shown the prototypes. Where was Tara, the country home to which 
Scarlett O'Hara always returned for strength and consolation? Where was the lovely 
Twelve Oaks, in which she first caught sight of her scoundrel-lover, Rhett Butler? The 
average reader's conviction that everything in the book was absolutely real might have 
flattered another author of fiction. It drove Mitchell to distraction, although she had 
made the plantation houses virtual protagonists in the story to highlight a gracious way of 
life destroyed by the conquering Yankees. In a decade marked by wholesale mortgage 
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The Presleys were the Scarlett O'Haras of the postwar 
South, determined to have and to hold a house that stirred 

their souls as no claptrap ranch house with a bedroomful of 
lamps ever could. 

foreclosures, a sense of national peril, and the shadow of global war, her evocation of 
home struck a plangent chord. 

Columns and pediments were components of the myth of the Old South, moonlight- 
and-magnolia icons of regional character vital to the success of any movie set below the 
Mason-Dixon line. "It seems hopeless to attempt to disabuse the minds of most Ameri- 
cans of the notion that antebellum civilization was compounded well-nigh exclusively of 
great slave-owning planters in pillared mansions," fulminated a prominent southern 
historian in 1942. Yet the prosperous, cultivated antebellum South of the imaginary 
mansions was a vast improvement over the poor, segregated, backward South depicted in 
the documentary photographs of the 1930s. The make-believe grandeur of Hollywood's 
Tara more precisely matched the aspirations of the New South that saturated the gala 
premiere of Gone With the Windat Atlanta's Loew's Grand Theatre, with its false front of 
comely white columns. When Susan Myrick, Mitchell's woman-on-the-scene at Selznick 
Pictures, protested a design that almost swamped Twelve Oaks in flutes, dentils, and 
Corinthian capitals, director Victor Fleming said, "Maybe the po' white trash will like it 
because they can say it is just like Grandpa's that Sherman burned down."23 Cruel, 
perhaps, but smart, too: columns created a tasteful, monied, cultured past for the South 
that closely resembled the future for which it yearned. 

Gone With the Windtouched off a Tara 
craze in domestic architecture. Scarlett's 

compulsion to hold on to her beloved 
home struck a responsive chord every 
where. A sneak preview of the sets, 
published in color by House and Garden 
in November 1939 alongside photos of 

historic southern plantations, certified the correctness of the white house "with tall 
columns and sweeping galleries, set in the midst of rolling green fields."24 In the 1940s 
and 1950s, in somewhat simplified form, Tara (or the style sometimes known as "Selznick 
Colonial," for the film's producer) became the suburban house of choice in affluent 
neighborhoods. From Staten Island to Beverly Hills, the house with the columns in front 
became a part of the national landscape, a symbol of grandiosity, rootedness-and 

amazing grace. But in the late 1930s, Tara first defined the fashionable New South. 

Memphis caught Scarlett Fever in 1938; the posh Peabody Hotel downtown added a roof 

garden in the moonlight-and-magnolia mode. Later that same year, Max Furbringer and 
his new partner, Merrill Ehrman, drew up preliminary plans for Graceland. 

Furbringer had been a leading Memphis architect since the turn of the century and 
a specialist in gracious homes for the well-off. Before World War I, he had a hand in 

designing some of the earliest Colonial Revival houses in the city, using a working 
vocabulary of giant porticoes and dark shutters set against brick or stone. These would 
also be the visual hallmarks of the Tara interlude of the late 1930s, a Southern Revival, 
which, in homes by Furbringer, echoed the great antebellum mansions of Memphis, 
Tennessee. The Moores' Graceland was one such timely and evocative copy of the historic 
architecture of the Middle South. The doorway, with its sidelights and miniature order of 

engaged columns, could have come straight from publicity stills for Gone With the Wind. 
More likely, it came from Clanlo, a surviving Memphis plantation house of the 1850s 
fronted by a four-column portico of attenuated proportions and Corinthian capitals 
bearing flattened acanthus leaves. These details constituted a kind of local antebellum 
style. Some have even suggested that the idiosyncratic handling of the acanthus 
ornament may allude to the shape of the lotus plant and thus to the city's romantic 
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The Hollywood headquarters of 
Selznick Pictures, the producer of 
Gone With the Wind, was also the 
prototype for Tara in the movie. 
To the movie community, 
southern-style columns meant 
class. 
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Egyptian name.25 In any case, the Memphian columns and capitals of Graceland gave the 
Hollywood plantation tradition a strong regional flavor: if Dr. Moore, with his hobby herd 
of purebred Herefords, was playing Rhett Butler in his imposing white manse on the hill, 
Mrs. Moore's impeccable local lineage was also acknowledged in the mansion's decorative 
nuances. Graceland was big, showy, see-it-from-the-road, pseudo-plantation southern-a 
thoroughly modern house of the late thirties-but it was also genteel and authentic in its 
details, a country retreat from the honeysuckle hucksterism of Gone With the Wind. 

Set atop a soft grassy knoll, Graceland, with its columns and green shutters, was like 
some sweet vision of heaven. Elvis always called it "the mansion," or the "big house on 
the hill," as if he were quoting the lyrics of one of the old gospel tunes he would record in 
1961. It was a miracle, straight out of the Bible. And from the moment he first saw it, on 
19 March 1957, he knew Graceland was home. A home for his beloved mother: putting 
a woman in her place in the southern home of the 1950s got her off the welfare rolls, off 
her knees in the fields, and off her feet in the curtain factories and hospitals where 
Gladys had toiled at a dismal succession of dead-end jobs. Her favorite Elvis song, she 
told a Tupelo radio station with a wistful smile in 1956, was "Baby, Let's Play House."26 

In 1956, the Memphis Housing Authority issued an annual report describing its 
subsidized projects as clean, healthful, and elevating of taste. They were temporary 
accommodations, brief stops along the road to middle-class respectability: in the past 
five years alone, one in seven resident families had bought houses of their own. "A typical 
example of this rapid turnover," the document concluded proudly, "is the case of Mr. and 
Mrs. Vernon Presley and their now-famous son, Elvis," formerly of Lauderdale Courts.27 
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The whole rags-to-riches 
American Dream, encapsulated in 
tickets to two tourist stops-Elvis 
Presley's wretched Tupelo 
birthplace and Graceland, the 
second most visited house 
museum in the country (after the 
White House) 

SBy the time the report appeared, the twenty-two-year- 
old rock 'n' roll star had bought Graceland and 

moved his parents in. 
The Presleys were the Scarlett O'Haras of 

the postwar South, determined to have and to 
0 hold a house that stirred their souls as no 

claptrap ranch house with a bedroomful of 
lamps ever could. Even po' white trash could 

see that Graceland meant something-if not 
heaven, then the heaven on earth of going from rags 

to riches, of being somebodies instead of a passel of 
nobodies just up from Tupelo in an ancient Buick. The 

critics said Elvis was dirty-twitching his hips, grinning and 

wiping his mouth. The mansion said they were wrong: God himself 
had put Elvis Presley up on that hill. The Presleys were true southern 

gentry now, people of substance and consequence, like the characters in 
Gone With the Wind. 

Elvis seemed most southern, however, in his abiding sense of home ties. 
Once he bought Graceland, Elvis left Memphis only under extreme duress. 

Two years in the Army; months in Hollywood, churning out three or 
four pictures a year; stints in Vegas-he always scurried back home to 

the white house on the hill. It was a shrine to Elvis and his sense 

of selfhood long before he was ever laid to rest in the garden. 
The $65,000 peripheral wall was the first major addition 

to Graceland. In April 1957, the famous gates that 

pictured twin Elvi playing guitars were set in place 
at the bottom of the driveway. In 1963 and 1964, 
as the strip malls pressed closer and closer to 

Graceland, the pink stone wall came to define a zone 
where time stood still on a mythical morning in 1862, 

or 1939, or 1957, when the air was perfumed with 

possibility and a melody hung gentle on the breeze. The gates 
were a coat of arms for the uncrowned King of Rock 'n' Roll. 

They were a stage curtain that parted to disclose a vision of a 

heavenly mansion bought and paid for by a poor boy from Mississippi, 
who had made good among the Memphis elite. The Graceland gates 

disclosed the place where Elvis Presley was always and uniquely present. 

Purple Walls and Clouds Painted on the Ceiling 

In 1957, Graceland was still out in the country. Or rather, it defined a liminal zone 
between Whitehaven Plaza and the bustling New South on the one side and, on the other, 
the slow, rural ways of the Old South. A series of photos taken by Alfred Wertheimer in 
the summer of 1956 shows an exhausted Elvis coming back from New York City and 

getting off the train all alone at the Whitehaven stop. The sign is barely legible. The 

platform is a grassy field alongside the tracks. In his fancy suit and white tie, Elvis wearily 
picks his way through the foxtail and the burrs and asks directions to Audubon Park from 
a black woman on the sidewalk at the edge of the picture. He has left the train way out in 
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Whitehaven to avoid the crowds of fans waiting at the station. He has had enough of 
crowds and big cities: he's going home. For Elvis, Graceland was to be a refuge from the 
world, but not a place in which to forget what that world had to offer. From the begin- 
ning, Elvis imagined Graceland in terms shaped by the media and the marketplace but 

polished by his own fearless relish for change, high drama, and un-rustic excitement. 
As reported in the Memphis press, his ideas about refurbishing Graceland were both 

definite and a little startling. Though the old Moore place was "just the thing" he had 

yearned for, Elvis still faced the problem of refurbishing a house that was something of a 
fixed monument to the charms of greater Memphis. Wall-to-wall carpeting was a Presley 
given for color, consistency, and sheer luxury; Elvis even planned to do the basement. 
Oriental rugs over polished hardwood floors-Mrs. Moore's preference-was not a 
consideration. A footstep would never be heard inside Graceland. So far, so good. The 
becolumned showplace of the mid South seemed safe from desecration. 

But on 26 March 1957, when a cadre of reporters and photographers tailed Elvis back 
to Graceland after the deal had been struck, the depths of his aesthetic unorthodoxy were 

finally plumbed. He wanted a pool, a sunken patio, and hi-fi sets in all eighteen rooms. 
He wanted purple walls in the living and dining rooms and the adjacent "sun room"-a 
deep purple, set off by gilded woodwork and white corduroy drapes. A sky effect would 

grace the foyer, with painted clouds on the ceiling and little electric stars. For his own 
bedroom, he wanted "the darkest blue there is... with a mirror that will cover one side 
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of the room. I probably will have a black 
bedroom suite, trimmed in white leather, 
with a white rug." The adjoining bath 
would have more dark blue and more 
mirrors. Even Mrs. Presley seemed a bit 
shaken by the prospect of purple walls. 
She preferred lighter tones. But Elvis, 
"like most young people, likes dark cozy 
colors," she reasoned.28 

As always, Elvis was in tearing hurry to 
have the job done. A picket line, thrown 
up early in April to protest the employ- 
ment of nonunion painters by the con- 
tractor in charge, threatened an indefinite 
delay. Nonetheless, when the family 
moved in on 10 April, the major decisions 
had all been made, and the work was well 
in hand. Graceland looked much as it 

would look at least through 1960, when, 
after the death of his mother, Elvis came 
home from Germany and Vernon moved 
into a nearby house with his second wife. 
The young owner had spent more than 
$500,000 on furniture, repairs, painting, 
appliances, and accessories: everything 
was new. Exactly what that original 
Presley Graceland looked like is hard to 
determine, however. 

Remembering his first impressions of 
the mansion in the early sixties, for 

example, stepbrother Ricky Stanley 
describes a living room that never was, 
with purple walls and a red carpet. But 
Gladys had talked Elvis out of his craving 
for regal purple almost immediately after 
she heard about it. As things stood on 6 

April 1957, during a public review of the 
color scheme triggered by reports of the 

picketing, mother and son had agreed on 
a deep "pavilion" or Dresden blue for the 

walls of the main downstairs rooms. Clouds and stars had quietly been dropped from 

plans for the entry hall. Not yet completed, Elvis's bedroom was slated to be finished in 

serge blue with a white ceiling, white carpeting, and a wall of mirrors, just as he had 
wanted. The only purple left on the color chart for Graceland was the light lavender 

Gladys had chosen for her own bedroom. 
A family portrait of the Presleys posed near the doorway to the living room in the 

summer of 1958-Elvis is in uniform and already sports two medals-shows rich blue 
walls and woodwork with a gray undertone, draperies and portieres of an ivory brocade 

edged in white satin tassels, dark fitted carpeting (probably a deep crimson), chairs with 
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William Eggleston, Untitled 

(Graffiti Wall), 1983, from the 
portfolio Graceland. Dye transfer 
print on paper, 60.8 x 50.9 cm (24 x 
20 1/8 in.). National Museum of 
American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution, Gift of Amy Loeserman 
Klein 

William Eggleston's view of the 

graffiti on the "wall of love" gives 
Graceland the feel of some 
ancient shrine, inscribed by 
pilgrims, or of a prison, from 
which the bright lights and the 

good times can only be observed 
through the bars. 

black wood frames and upholstery in a white slubbed fabric, tall lamps with abstract 

designs of white and rubbed gold on the shades, and the famous fifteen-foot, custom-built 
couch mentioned in virtually every description of the residence. 

Dee Stanley Presley, who married Vernon in 1960, denies that she was ordered off the 

premises that June after trying to undo Gladys's handiwork by replacing the downstairs 

drapes. She does say she just couldn't feel comfortable about living in a house that looked 
like a New Orleans brothel, "with its dark blue walls and garish red carpets."29 But in its 
first incarnation, Elvis's Graceland had more depth and richness than her dismissive words 

might suggest. The public rooms were bold, full of energy, and more than a little mysteri- 
ous, with hints of gold shimmering in the corners and a strong sense of enclosure: the 
maroon tone of the deep pile carpet defined the floor, while the gilded dentilation of the 
crown molding showed exactly where the ceiling began. 

Ordered from the decorators at Goldsmith's Department Store, the furniture was of 
two basic types, both modern in flavor. The stock pieces, like the blond saber-legged 
chairs in the dining room, were attention-getting in their lines. The pieces customized by 
upholsterer Don Johnson and his colleagues were large, simple forms in black, white, and 

gold, scaled to the proportions of Graceland's vast continuum of living space and assertive 
in their bulk. They filled the rooms, like the soldiers of an occupying army, until it was no 

longer possible to imagine an end table or a sofa in any other position. Decisive state- 
ments of taste or will, these were rooms that resisted casual changes wrought by the visitor 
intent on adjusting a chair or casting a bit more light on a page. This was Elvis's house. 
His things remained where he had put them. 

In one of the satellite exhibits across the highway from Graceland, part of the set of 
furniture from Elvis's dark blue bedroom-Gladys called it the King's Room-has been 

preserved. The nightstands and the wardrobe (with a built-in television set) are big, simple, 
painted pieces, designed for maximum visual impact. Craftsmanship and elegance of 
finish are not in evidence; the crude gold drawer pulls are the size and shape of cheap 
doorknobs, and the white leather surfaces are, alas, leatherette. In overall character, hard- 

ware, and dimensions, these relics of the 1957 Graceland help to reconstruct the drama of 
the King's Room, as Elvis envisioned it-the surprising juxtaposition of black and blue, the 

startling flashes of white, the play of textures-or the qualities that made the public rooms 
downstairs distinctive. The Presleys may have consulted Goldsmith's design experts, but 
Elvis had already laid out all the basic components of the decor for the newspapers before 
the ink was dry on the purchase agreement. Graceland was a direct expression of his taste. 

Michael Stern compares the early Graceland to Lana Turner's fabulous, Hollywood- 
designed country place in the 1959 tearjerker Imitation ofLife. The analogy is apt. Playing 
a successful Broadway star, Turner is set off by I-made-it possessions of an intense theatri- 

cality. Many of them are common to Graceland as well-a giant stereo console, gilding, 
smoked-glass mirrors around the fireplace, elaborate window treatments, decorative 
sunbursts, built-ins of all sorts, patches of bold color, and white couches of enormous 

length. Decorator cliches by 1959 (and thus readable by the movie audience as indices 
of a certain level of wealth and power), these talismanic details were being touted for their 
novelty by the home and women's magazines of 1956 and 1957. House Beautifulwaxed 
poetic over gold, especially effective if used in combination with white: "It is a reflection 
of the times, sociologists tell us, for whenever in history there has been an era of well- 

being, men have expressed their prosperity by giving their surroundings a golden look." 
The editors recommended valences, too, to give modern rooms the weight and 
consequence of period settings. House and Garden adored white furniture, formality, 
high-powered color contrasts, and gold. Interiors, a journal for decorating professionals, 
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The living room in the Linda 
Thompson era, ca. 1975, decorated 
in a bordello-provincial style 

took a sober look at Morris Lapidus's 
grandiloquently glitzy hotel lobbies and 
found merit in his practice of making 
everything at least two times larger than 
life size and then painting it gold. "The 
epitome of the apogee," a Lapidus room 
celebrated life and luxury in the gilded 
1950s.30 

Journalist Dorothy Thompson wrote 
"soft" articles for the Ladies Home Journal 
in the 1950s, drawing morals from events 
in her own life. "The Long White Sofa" 
of 1957 described her horror at the 

extravagant wrong-headedness of her 
newly married adult child in furnishing a 
first apartment. The young couple, it 
seems, had squandered most of their 
annual budget on one wildly impractical 
couch. "It's long, wide and low," Thomp- 
son noted. Upholstered in a "nubbly 
white material," the couch was a veritable 
white elephant, too big for the flat and 
sure to attract ketchup stains. Why hadn't 

they bought a leggy little Hepplewhite 
settee? "We don't want old furniture!" the 

young couple shrieked. "We want the 
apartment contemporary-modern." 
Mother, in the end, swears off further 

meddling and admits that their white sofa 
looks quite handsome against a dark blue- 
green wall that could just as well have 
been found at Graceland.31 

Elvis Presley didn't invent the big 
white couch, although he did have the 
wherewithal to order one a good deal 
larger than the average showroom model. 
When it came to furniture, he worked 
with what Goldsmith's buyers and 

customizers had to offer. But the general availability of the individual pieces should not 
detract from an appreciation of what they meant in combination and of the brio with 
which they were deployed by an ill-educated boy barely out of his teens. The inside of 
Graceland has the look of a movie set intended to convey an arrogant, drop-dead stylish- 
ness. But there is still another kind of Hollywood sensibility at work in the exaggerated 
difference between the outside of the house, all Gone With the Wind, once-upon-a-time 
graciousness, and the intensely coloristic and defiantly au courant interior. The contrast is 
almost as shocking as a performance by the young Elvis Presley. The farther the distance 
from the front door, the more things are too big, too loud, too strange, too high-pitched 
on the emotional scale. Claret and Dresden blue. Black and white and navy, with a gold- 
plated phone. 
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The living room as it looks today 
is an archeological treasure trove 
of objects that never actually 
coexisted in the space. The lamps, 
the cocktail table, and the smoky 
glass around the fireplace are 
original. The white carpet dates 
from the mid-sixties. The stained 
glass and mirrors are hangovers 
from the late red phase and were 
in place at the time of Elvis's 
funeral (held in the Music Room, 
just behind the peacock wall). 
Priscilla fashioned this blandly 
elegant but respectable decor for 
the public opening of Graceland 
to revive the singer's tarnished 
reputation. 
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The Red Periods 

Things changed, of course: Graceland was a home, not a static work of art. Initially, Elvis 
discarded items selected during his mother's lifetime with extreme reluctance. By the mid- 
sixties, however, the interior of the mansion was red and white throughout; the blues of 
the 1950s-including the navy blue bathtub in the master suite, later sold at auction- 
had been stripped away. Priscilla Beaulieu, who had lived at Graceland six years before 

marrying Elvis in 1967, maintains that he was the one who made the decisions on color 
and style: "All I did was to change the drapes from season to season."32 A series of color 

photographs taken for the first issue of the Memphis CommercialAppeal's new Sunday 
magazine in March 1965 shows deep red velvet draperies and portieres of a pattern 
identical to those in place in 1957, hanging from the same valences. A white ceramic 

elephant, a survivor from Elvis's first round of decorating, graces the twelve-foot cocktail 
table in front of the famous living room sofa, now recovered in a glossy white-on-white 
fabric. But the overall effect is very different-cruder, brighter, and harder. 

The dentilation is still gilded, and the gold tone repeated in the pillows, occasional 
lamps, and other accessories resonates with the creamy ivory tint of the walls and carpet- 
ing. The Music Room, next to the living room, restates the color scheme in a gold leather 
couch of extruded dimensions, a gold table, an ivory piano (which Priscilla would later 
have covered in 24-karat gold as her first anniversary gift to her husband), and a matching 
TV set. The 1960s make themselves known in busy checked drapes, metallic floor cush- 
ions, a wire piano bench, and a chandelier composed of whimsical white glass bubbles 
suspended from wooden arms. In the dining room, over the walnut table and its matching 
red velvet chairs, a hanging starburst fixture lends another contemporary touch. Every- 
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Grclad Eecora pleg 
Chr-atonolgy 

1957-mid-60s. The Elvis 
and Gladys Phase, or "purple 
with clouds" period 
(actually, dark blue walls and 
a deep red carpet) 

1964-68. Elvis's Swingin' 
Bachelor Phase--white 
carpets and red drapes h la 

ivba Las 
Vegas, 

as photo- 
graphedby the Memphis 
CommercialAppeal 

ca. 1967-72. The Dom ic 
Phase, during whiscil 
adds important touches of 
light blue to the ground floor 
rooms 

1973-77. The Red Phase. 
In 1974, girfriend Linda 
Thompson and Elvis redo 
Graceland in blood-red shag 
and velveteen, still in place at 
the time of his funera• . 

1981-82. The Posthumous 
Phase. Before being opened 
to the public, Graceland is 
tastefully refurbished in 
cobalt blue and white. 

thing is more tailored and geometric, including the man of the house. In the Commercial 
Appealphotographs, Elvis wears the kind of with-it, proto-Beatles costume M-G-M had 
concocted for his swinging bachelor role in Viva Las Vegas (1963). Skinny high-heeled 
boots, stovepipe pants, and a short, tight-fitting ivory jacket without cuffs or lapels, worn 
over a black shirt-the sharp clothes match the mood of the new Graceland. It comes as 
no surprise, somehow, that an early version of the chandelier in Elvis's remodeled dining 
room may be glimpsed dangling from the ceiling of a casino in Viva Las Vegas. 

When Esquire sent Stanley Booth to Memphis in 1968 to profile the newly married 
Elvis and to observe daily life inside the mansion (from the outside, it reminded him of 

"an antebellum funeral parlor"), nothing much had changed. The walls were still white. 
The ceramic elephant was in its accustomed place on the table, earnestly sniffing a vase of 
artificial rosebuds. But the energy level of the place was decidedly different. "In the living 
room," Booth observed, "boys and girls were sprawled, nearly unconscious with boredom, 
over the long white couches, among deep snowy drifts of rug."33 

His retinue was no more bored and dispirited with life in a gilded cage than Elvis 
himself. Between 1961 and 1969, he made no live public appearances. Instead, Presley 
spent the greater part of every year in Hollywood, churning out twenty-one formulaic 
films that served to annoy and frustrate him in direct proportion to the profits he made. 
The CommercialAppealphotos of 1965 show Elvis in a state of virtual inertia, glued to his 

big sofa and big TV set, cocooned in the fabric-swathed recesses of the Music Room. The 
look of Graceland matched the prevailing mood: there is something perfunctory and 
enervated about the red, white, and gold decor of the 1960s. It's all B-movie splendor, 
without the passionate, gleeful irreverence of the fifties. 

Sometime during the very late sixties or early seventies-sometime before Priscilla 
walked out in 1972, at any rate-small, incremental changes seem to have taken place. 
Not upstairs: remodeled around 1965, with the addition of tufted suede padding on the 
walls, Elvis's suite remained a red, black, and gold Playboy lair, with overtones of Latin 
machismo. But the downstairs changed, according to eyewitness testimony. Blue satin 

drapes were hung in place of the red ones. The glass table in the foyer was flanked by a 

pair of high-backed chairs in pale blue velvet. However small, these changes foreshadowed 
the tasteful refurbishment of the posthumous Graceland. Today's Graceland is a study in 
vibrant cobalt blues set off against an ocean of white-plump, white damask chairs, white 

carpeting (except for the island of black marble tile under the dining room table), white 

grasscloth walls and woodwork, and a large white breakfront crammed into one corner of 
the living room, to the right of the fireplace. The punctuation marks are saber-thrusts of 
black and gold-gold fringe on the hangings, gold dentils and stair balusters, black 

upholstery on the dining room chairs, a black and gold Ctaghre. 
None of these items was purchased especially for the public opening of Graceland in 

1982. Like the Ctagbre and the 1957 end tables, the individual pieces turn up in family 
snapshots and other documents. They came, for the most part, from storage and from the 

capacious attic: a seventy-six-page inventory of the contents of the mansion, taken for 

probate in 1977, included no fewer than 242 chairs. But there are serious questions about 
whether the overall effect, this controlled combination of colors and forms, ever existed at 

Graceland at any given moment during the lifetime of Elvis Presley. The blue-black- 

white-gold scenario, fully implemented, it seems, only in the King's Room, is clearly 
faithful to Elvis's first burst of inspiration for Graceland in March 1957. But no one room 
on the premises ever looked quite the way it does today. Furniture-store tasteful in a 
1980s manner, the formal rooms of Graceland represent an effort to polish the reputation 
of the deceased, badly tarnished by posthumous charges of drug use and odd sexual 
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The blood-red dining room of 
the mid-seventies had rhinestone 

sparkles woven into the chair 
seats, as reporter Caroline 
Kennedy noted in horror in 
1977. The shag carpet came 
from Duck's in Memphis. 
Linda Thompson, Elvis's 
girlfriend, loved the color. 

practices. Graceland is all-American, 
apple-pie normal. As it now presents itself 
to the passing tourist trade, Elvis Presley's 
house could have belonged to anybody 
with a little money. Except, perhaps, for 
the telltale gold dentils and the excessive 
number of TV sets, Graceland is not rock 
'n' roll tacky, southern, degenerate, or 
weird. It's merely blue, and, as the tour 
guides announce, blue was Elvis's favorite 
color. 

Priscilla says so, anyway. The titles of 
early Presley hits are a litany of blues, 
from "Blue Suede Shoes" and "Blue 
Moon" to the title number from Blue 

Hawaii. Priscilla's supporters believe the 
all-red phase-which corresponded to the 
reign of live-in girlfriend Linda Thomp- 
son, a former Miss Tennessee-was just 
that, an aberration, a passing fancy that 

ought not be commemorated forever in a 
historic house. The male custodians of 
the Presley legacy aren't so sure, though. 
Elvis wore warm colors often. "He loved 
bright colors-reds and pinks especially. I 
remember he got a lot of his ideas for 
color schemes from watching films," 
cousin Billy Smith states.34 

People who saw Graceland between 
1974 and the postmortem restoration of 
1981-82 have likened the interior to a 
bloody heart, plucked from the imagina- 
tion of Edgar Allan Poe.35 Everything 

above the basement-everything that wasn't gilded or mirrored or befurred-was a 
violent valentine red. It began at floor level, with a Red Sea of shaggy carpet in screaming 
cerise. Linda Thompson spotted the stuff at Duck's Carpets and modified the rest of the 
decor to match it-the drapery swags (of the same cut and pattern as the blue ones 
currently in use), the velveteen-covered "Louis V" living room suite, the high-backed 
dining room chairs with sparkles woven into the fabric, and the stained-glass Art Nouveau 
divider in the arch leading to the Music Room. Even the panels of the doors off the main 
foyer had squares of Duck's best red shag glued to their centers. And that wasn't all. 
White fur rugs were tossed over the carpeting at random intervals. What-not tables were 
born aloft on the gilt torsos of busty female caryatids. The lamps were metallic fountains 
that spewed forth dangles and crystals and ersatz rubies. The throw pillows on the sofa 
had sewn-on mirrors to match the strips of mirror applied to the walls, the mirrored 
tabletops, and the series of stark, mirror-covered cubes mixed in willy-nilly among the 
Frenchified curlicues. 

Elvis was no passive observer of the reddening of Graceland. He picked out the living 
room suite and told a biographer that he got the idea for the mirrors from the inside of a 
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ballet studio. On tour, mirrors let him see himself performing before his adoring fans; 
inside Graceland, Elvis became the star of his own daily life. 

The red phase was probably better known to the world at large than any other period 
in the history of Graceland. All the journalists who wrote about Elvis's funeral and the 

public viewing that preceded it mentioned the redness with varying degrees of amaze- 
ment. Even those closest to Elvis sensed that the red Graceland was a truly radical thing, 
an affront to the dignity attached to the notion of home-that this time, Elvis Presley 
may have gone too far. 

In one sense, however, the red Graceland was only a more insistent version of the Art 
Nouveau revival that coincided with the rock era. Though the curvy Peter Max/Toulouse 

Lautrec mode did not find ready expression in cash-and-carry furniture, the Louis styles, 

ranging from a pallid French Provincial to the ornate magnificence of the Graceland 

parlor suite, generally satisfied the home decorator's hankering for pliant forms. 
Graceland's rectilinear mirrors, on the other hand, are reminders of the Art Deco fad that 

followed hard on the heels of Art Nouveau. While the latter was sensuous and decadent, 

Deco was sophisticated, witty, and only a little wicked. As for the red, it was a Presley 
favorite that appeared on the menu of colors readily available in all home furnishing lines 
from the late sixties through the mid-seventies. Everything from plastic dish pans to the 
seats of $69.95 occasional chairs came in Elvis Presley red. 

This whole curious mixture of things comes together in the two basement rooms of 

Graceland, in which the guiding hand of decorator Bill Eubanks is most apparent. The 

blue and yellow TV Room, for instance, takes its character from a Deco-inspired, Op Art 

supergraphic painted on one wall. The lightning bolt design alludes to the personal logo 
with which Elvis adorned his jewelry and the tail of the Lisa Marie; the juxtaposition of 

jagged lightning angles with circular cloud shapes is carried over into the chrome lamps, 
the pillows, and the mirrored tables. The TV Room is hard, despite the pillows. The 

adjacent Pool Room, however, is cloyingly soft. The walls and ceiling form a tent made of 

umpteen yards of polished cotton fabric, printed in a pattern that manages to evoke 

stained glass, calico quilts, and Indian paisley all at the same time. Predominantly red in 

color, the fabric shell is the perfect backdrop for the red Louis XV chairs in the corners 

and the fin de siecle prints and nostalgic advertising showcards fixed to the pleated walls. 

One room is cool and angular, the other warm and organic. 
Taken together, the two sections of the basement suite form a unity based on the range 

of possibilities in high-end decor of the 1970s. It is tempting to call it suburban Ameri- 

cana, but the studied disposition of the parts suggests public or quasi-public spaces, like 

cocktail lounges and hotel rooms. Despite Elvis's lightning bolt symbol and the colors he 

favored most over the years, these spaces remain impersonal and lifeless in a way the 

funkier, more idiosyncratic red rooms upstairs were not. If the basement resembles the Las 

Vegas penthouses where Elvis entertained himself between shows, the red front rooms on 
the main floor were infused with all the feverish, tinselly glamour of the midnight show 

itself, with Elvis Presley at center stage, wearing a hot red jumpsuit slit to the waist and a 

cape lined with liquid gold. 

Finery and Furniture: The Las Vegas Jumpsuit 

In 1969, Elvis opened a four-week engagement at the International Hotel in Las Vegas. 
While records and television defined his early years as a performer, and movie musicals 

characterized the middle period, live concert performances were the norm during the third 
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The three-set plan of the TV 
Room came from LBJ. The very 
trendy supergraphic on the wall 
represents Elvis's personal logo- 
TCB and a lightning bolt, or 
"Taking Care of Business in a 
Flash." 

The basement decor is 1970s 
decorator high style with a 
subterranean sensibility that must 
have delighted Elvis, who sealed 
up his windows to keep out the 
daylight. This is the Pool Room. 
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William Eggleston, Untitled 
(Monkey), 1983, from the 
portfolio Graceland Dye transfer 
print on paper, 50.8 x 60.8 (20 x 24 
in.). National Museum of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of 
Amy Loeserman Klein 

Eggleston's close-up captures the 
underlying spookiness of this 
cheerful yellow room. 

(Opposite) William Eggleston, 
Untitled (Elvis and Kennedy), 
1983, from the portfolio 
Graceland. Dye transfer print on 
paper, 56.1 x 37.4 (22 V? x 14 5/8 in.). 
National Museum of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, Gift ofAmy 
Loeserman Klein 

"Love Me Tender." In William 

Eggleston's view, Elvis is 
everywhere, watching himself, 
haunting himself. 

and final phase of his career. This was also the time when Elvis Presley became an icon of 
American popular culture, thanks to his distinctive stage attire. Elvis was acutely aware of 
the importance of costume to the success of a live one-man act. For those who watched 
the "comeback" TV special in 1968, his physical appearance was almost as crucial as his 
music in asserting his hegemony in the kingdom of rock. He looked like some mythologi- 
cal god, the critics gushed; the King had regained his throne in silk and satin and slick, 
skin-tight black motorcycle leathers, designed by costumer Bill Belew. 

The Belew jumpsuit evolved from the two-piece karate outfit, or gi, Elvis tried out in 
his first live shows in Vegas. But the black gi was strictly functional. The jumpsuit was 

symbolic and talismanic. It announced the presence of Elvis. Even without the music or 
the memories of Elvis-the-Movie-Star and Elvis-the-Rebel, the studs and fringe, the 

exaggerated bell-bottoms that popped open to reveal contrasting linings, the huge dia- 
monds on his fingers, and the fake jewels sewn onto his sleeves all said ELVIS- 
uncensored, self-assertive, quirky, strange, and still ablaze with creative energy. Of his 
Madison Square Garden show in 1972, the New Yorker said, "He looked like an 

apparition and this was appropriate, because he has been a figure of fantasy for 
seventeen years."36 

In the early 1970s, around the time of his New York triumph, Elvis added superhero 
capes to his jumpsuit ensembles. He "materialized in a white suit of lights, shining with 

golden appliques," read another 1972 review. "Around his shoulders was a cape lined in 
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William Eggleston, Untitled 
(Music Room), 1983, from the 
portfolio Graceland. Dye transfer 
print on paper, 60.8 x 50.9 cm (24 x 
20 in.). National Museum of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of 

Amy Loeserman Klein 

Eggleston captures the self- 
referential quality of a space-like 
that of the Music Room-that 

turns in on itself and the disap- 
pointment of things that glitter 
but are not gold. 

cloth of gold, its collar faced with scarlet. 
It was anything you wanted to call it, 
gaudy, vulgar, magnificent." The cape was 
a clear instance of a growing reciprocity 
between his personal wardrobe and the 
work clothes of a star paid to glitter in a 

spotlight. In 1969 Priscilla gave Elvis a 
Byronic cape. A year later, also for street 
wear, he had Belew make him a black 
brocade suit topped off with a crimson- 
lined cape. Biographer Jerry Hopkins says 
the get-up made Elvis look "like a hero in 
a Marvel comic."37 In his act, he became 
an overpowering visual icon, as he strode 

onstage to the histrionic strains of 
Strauss's "Zarathustra," his cape floating 
behind him on a puff of dreamdust. 

Offstage, he was more and more unwill- 

ing to relinquish that sense of heightened 
identity. The colors, the textures, and the 
melodramatic grandeur of the on-stage 
Elvis achieved real-life status in the gilded 
rhetoric of the red Graceland. 

As a teenager, his most intimate form 
of expression had come in self-adorn- 
ment. Members of the Memphis Mafia 
tell of a frustrated Elvis in Hollywood, as 
dissatisfied with the costumes as with 

every other aspect of the late films, 
wondering aloud if he and the guys 
"could design something,... something 
really sharp" and working with wardrobe 

supervisor Lambert Marks on better 
outfits. The peculiar brown paisley tux 
Elvis wore for his Las Vegas wedding in 
1967 was made by a studio tailor after a 
sketch produced in the Presley entourage. 
Elvis himself conceived of the lightning 
symbol (framed by the superimposed 

letters TCB, for "Taking Care of Business in a Flash"), the fox fur suit he wore for a 
1971 awards ceremony in Memphis, and the tall wizard collars modeled on a series of 
arcane texts recommended by his hairdresser. At the height of the red period, Linda and 
Elvis often arrived in Las Vegas in identical velvet suits based on paintings of famous 
monarchs, with ruffled shirts and real gold buttons, canes, fur capelets, and seven-league 
boots. For performances at the Hilton, Elvis took to wearing two-piece leather suits 
decorated with reproductions of famous works of art. Elvis ordered the pomp-and- 
circumstances duds he dreamt up in a remarkable range of colors, including red, orchid, 
and a royal purple. He looked like the exiled king of some principality in another dimen- 
sion of time and space. Or rather, he looked remarkably like his own living room back 
at Graceland. 
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He looked like the exiled king ofsome principality in 
another dimension of time and space. Or rather, he looked 

remarkably like his own living room back at Graceland. 

Dave Marsh sees the schmaltzy finale of the typical Las Vegas performance as a musical 
analogy to Graceland-backup singers straining for the high notes, with Elvis on his 
knees, cape outstretched like the wings of God's great speckled bird, the last grandilo- 
quent verse of "How Great Thou Art" or "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" still trem- 
bling on his lips. "The trumpet flourishes and basso profuindo vocalizing that ended the 
show were not so much pretentious as they were a form of distorted beauty, like the ersatz 
richness of Graceland's furnishings," he writes. The Vegas act might "be a Naugahyde 
doorway, but it is the only doorway to Elvis we had."38 The crescendo of sound; the eye- 
popping impact of a jumpsuit alive with color and dancing light; the reddest red that ever 
was, deepened and magnified in the reflections of mirrors and objects made of make- 
believe gold-it's all the same sensation, loud and overwhelming. It's Elvis just as Elvis 
saw himself, the King of earthly kings, unknowable, singular, alone. 

In the end, Elvis came to see his clothing as a form of pernicious disguise. "Here I am 
in this Superman outfit," he announced at the beginning of one 1977 show. The fans 

loved the Elvis Presley "with all the 
sequins," he told Linda, but the feeling 
wasn't real or personal. And increasingly, 
even being ELVIS was a drag. Throughout 
his life, he'd hated blue jeans. They were 
work clothes for poor boys. But they 

symbolized an authenticity missing from his own life: "I'd like to shed all of the glad rags, 
the fringe, and jewelry, put on a plain pair of jeans, a jacket, a shirt, and bum around the 
world on my own."'39 When he spoke of change, it was always in terms of costumes and 
Graceland. He'd give up the mansion and the sequins someday soon. He'd put on a pair 
of jeans, climb down off the hill, walk out through the gates, and be free. 

It didn't happen, of course. Elvis is still at Graceland, buried in a pergola in the garden, 
surrounded by tall white Gone With the Wind columns rescued from the ruins of an 
authentic southern mansion. And his clothes are on display in the Trophy Room at the 
rear of the house-jumpsuits so famous they have proper names of their own, like "The 
American Eagle" and "The Aztec Sun." Pilgrims in search of Elvis instinctively believe 
there is something to be learned from the costumes and the rooms he planned in apparent 
defiance of the canons of good taste, for these were the aspects of his life over which he 
exerted the most direct aesthetic control. The management of Graceland takes it as an 
article of faith that "this place is Elvis." 

Or was it, as Elvis suspected, another sort of disguise? The madcap Jungle Room-ha, 
ha! The Hollywood facade-wow! The Cadillacs and the Stutzes lined up in the drive- 
way-cool! Today's Graceland is at its most unreal in the rooms where Priscilla stripped 
away the rococo redness and substituted her cobalt elegance. If nothing else, the red 
Graceland of 1974-77 was a howl of crimson pain, a bitter parody of the too-muchness 
of a life devoid of inner resonance. Caroline Kennedy was right to be disturbed by 
her glimpse of the interior. But palpable anguish is not the key to a successful tourist 
attraction; the blue and white Graceland has buried Elvis once again in a shroud of 
respectability. 

In the summer of 1983, photographer William Eggleston, a Tennessean by birth, was 
invited to take a series of pictures of the improved and revised Graceland recently opened 
to tour groups. The corporate Graceland treated the project as one of simple documenta- 
tion, albeit by a man with an established reputation in high-art circles. The Eggleston 
photos were first used to illustrate a bland souvenir booklet sold in the official gift shop 
and later published to accompany an article in House and Garden, which, despite its 
critical text, still served to bring the house to the attention of a white-collar audience 
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William Eggleston, Untitled (Elvis 
andPriscilla), 1983, from the 
portfolio Graceland. Dye transfer 
print on paper, 50.9 x 60. 8 cm (20 x 
24 in.). National Museum of 
American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution, Gift ofAmy Loeserman 
Klein 

prepared to think the worst of Elvis and the hideous quarters recently described by 
Caroline Kennedy. Like the new blue and white decor, Eggleston's interior views were 
meant to add a needed touch of class to the operation. 

When the photographs went on display in a gallery setting in 1984, critics liked 

Eggleston's color as a counterpoint to the photographs of Walker Evans and the black- 
and-white look of southern poverty. They liked saturated hues reminiscent of the color of 
Gone With the Wind, colors that hinted at the epic fantasy that was Elvis Presley. "The 
color is not the color of money alone but of fame," wrote one admirer of the Graceland 
series. They liked the spooky combination of luxury and emptiness. Here in Memphis, 
Tennessee, concluded rock critic Greil Marcus, was the American equivalent to King 
Tut's tomb."4 Like the Egyptian tomb, the house in the pictures was silent and still. Silent, 
blue, and white. Like the tomb, this Graceland was a place where nobody really lived. 
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