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CHAPTER 3

BELIEVING IN ELVIS:
POPULAR PIETY IN
MATERIAL GULTURE

Erika Doss

In 1985, Kiki Apostolakos, a language and psychology teacher in Athens,
married a Greek American and emigrated to Memphis in order to “be
closer” to Elvis Presley; she now lives near Graceland, Elvis’s home and
his burial site. “The day he passed away, it hit me like lightning,” she re-
members. “That very day I started making my arrangements, using the
gold foil from cigarette packages, and decorating Elvis pictures. I feel so
blessed that I can live in Memphis and do this. Elvis, his image, is so alive
inside me.”! Apostolakos, whose Memphis apartment is covered with im-
ages of Elvis, spends every spare moment she can at Elvis’s grave, honor-
ing him with votive offerings—angels, hearts, tokens, small portable
shrines—all handmade and all featuring his image (fig. 3.1).

Her image making and grave-site rituals symbolize her deeply spiritual
relationship with Elvis. A devout Roman Catholic (raised Greek Ortho-
dox), Apostolakos does not worship Elvis but sees him as a man sent
by God “to wake us up, to shake us, to ask us, what are we doing, where
are we going?” Elvis is a mediator, an intercessor, between herself and
other fans and God. As she says, “There is a distance between human be-
ings and God. That is why we are close to Blvis. He is like a bridge be-
tween us and God.”2 If, along with other fans, Apostolakos imagines Elvis
as a saint, she also sees him as a redemptive figure. “I believe in Jesus
Christ and 1 believe in God,” she remarks, “but Elvis was special. Elvis
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MEDIATION IN POPULAR RELIGIOUS PRACTICE

—— “Home Altars and the Art of Devotion.” In Chicano Expressions: A New View
in American Art, ed. Inverna Lockpez. New York: Intar Latin American Gallery,
1986.

Vikan, Gary. “Graceland as Locus Santos.” In Elvis + Marilyn 2 x Immortal, ed. Gerj
DePaoili. New York: Rizzoli, 1994.

Wall, James. Points raised at conference, “The Expression of American Religion
in the Popular Media,” Indianapolis, April 1903.

Wilson, Stephen. Introduction to Saints and Their Cults: Studies in Religious Soci-
ology, Folklore, and History, ed. Stephen Wilson. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1983.

Windsor, John. “Faith and the State of Graceland Enterprises.” Independent (Lon-
don), August 15, 1992, 33.

Young, Adrienne. “Taking Care of Business: Elvis Fans and Moral Community.”

Master’s thesis, George Washington University, 1994.

THE &

The kind of
in and recey
chapters in |
from a diffe
for the publ
chapters is
tions of pog

Shawn L
lematizes be
from the w
the comme:
a kind of v
wants, and
are public ¢
contexts, is
rals are top
high art, fo
unexpected,
are sited.
often quite
with forma




