T X hEERE

Peter Smagorinsky

R-iE WaXFHIR

Y5 TERA

Americans have recently experienced the
deaths of two of the country’s most popular
figures: Elvis Presley and Bing Crosby. Their
deaths have touched off' remarkable nostalgia
crazes,” making memorabilia they left behind
extremely valuable collector’s items. This phe-
nomenon reveals an interesting pattern in Ameri-
can culture: when a person of note dies, those
who had followed him seek his instant immortali-
zation; in the cases of such charismatic figures as
Presley and Crosby, the interest turns large prof-
its for those industrious enough to market some
sort of remembrance.

The profit motive is a large factor in keeping
the memories of past stars alive. Enterprising
entrepreneurs are always looking for ways to
capitalize on cultural trends; if he whom they
make money off of° is no longer alive to veto
sleazy ventures and share the returns, then he, in
his ethereal state, attracts more attention than he
did when he was alive. Presley, for instance, was
a paunchy drug taker at the time of his death,
with few of the gifts left that had made him a
star. He was anything but® a model for people
to look up to. However, he had an illustrious past
as a rock and roll singer, movie star, sex symbol,
and Las Vegas celebrity. To many, he had never
lost the luster of his early days; diehard® fans
ignored his bloated physique and diminished

talents because he had once been their symbol of
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glamor and excitement.

Items that once belonged to Presley are now
worth a great deal. People collect and sell his old
clothes, guitars, and anything else he might have
owned; a group recently bought an acre of land
in Mississippi that was once his, and plan to sell it
for ten dollars per square inch, an enterprise that
could gross them sixty million dollars. Now that
he is dead, his manager controls all business ar-
rangements concerning Elvis, and is turning down
few opportunities to make money. Among the
products that Elvis now posthumously endorses®
are bubble gum cards, Christmas tree ornaments,
wristwatches, cosmetics, clothes, and even gaudy
solid gold medallions worth fifty dollars apiece.

Elvis imitators have been around for years,
but lately have been in great demand. Such per-
formers put on an act based on Presley’s
routines, miming everything from his dress to his
stage mannerisms and voice. Nostalgic fans have
been packing clubs recently in order to relive
their pasts, and view the last vestiges of Presley’s
legacy before they fade. The excitement over
Elvis should attenuate within a few years, and if
any quality can be seen in his work he will be
duly remembered; presently, however, an eager
public is being inundated with as much Presley
memorabilia as entrepreneurs can market.

Presley is only one of many popular stars who
have received posthumous praise greater than any
accorded them during their lives. Indeed,
Presley’s case is understandable, for he had a
varied, successful career that accumulated for
him over the years a large, devoted following.”
However, many less notable entertainers who
have died young have received acclaim after their
deaths greatly disproportionate to any contribu-
tions they might have made to the culture. For
instance, a most unremarkable folk singer named
Jim Croce died a few years ago, and from the
attention given to him, one might have thought
that Artur Rubinstein® had passed away.®
Croce, an engaging performer who had produced
a modest amount of good material, became an
instant celebrity upon his death. He was immedi-
ately elected to some music Halls of Fame.!®
and eulogized in magazines and newspapers.
Amazingly, his career never took off'! until
after his death. Record companies unleashed a
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plethora of! 2 previously unreleased material on a
sentimental public; Croce became a prolific pro-
ducer of albums after his death, for record com-
panies searched their archives and released any
tapes they could find that he had played on.
They knew that a nostalgic public would go to
any lengths'® to immortalize its hero, and buy-
ing records was a demonstration of faith that the
recording executives did not discourage.

The concept of printing old or previously un-
released material by deceased artists is not new.
Jimi Hendrix, a young rock guitarist who died in
the early seventies of a drug overdose, released
more music after his death than during his life-
time. Anyone who had a tape on which Hendrix
played pressed it into a record and peddled it,
knowing that some fan would be desperate
enough to buy it. Many of his followers consid-
ered Hendrix to be the greatest musician who
ever lived, and would buy any recording bearing
his name in the hopes that it would contain some
previously undiscovered gem. Almost without ex-
ception, however, the buyers were disappointed,
for the music was usually recorded under primi-
tive conditions with inferior musicians. Often,
the sound was so poor that the music was barely
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audible. Nonetheless, the records continued to
sell because the public demanded them. As usual,
Hendrix’ death, as with the deaths of other
celebrities, attracted two types of people: those
who idolized him, and those who saw an oppor-
tunity to capitalize on a potentially profitable
situation. Almost a decade later, Hendrix has
begun to find his place in musical history as a
talented guitarist who died before he reached his
potential. The furor immediately following his
death has died down, and his material can now
be viewed with objectivity. Most of his posthu-
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mous releases are worthless; however, with the
vision of many clouded by sentiment and loyal-
ty, these records received a great deal of atten-
tion following his death.

Possibly, Bing Crosby is a performer whose
talent will endure. Many of his films are regarded
as classics due to the warmth he brought to his
characterizations. Additionally, he has recorded
many albums over the years that are quite good.
As those who grew up with him pass away, his
sentimental appeal will die; however, his talent
will be obvious to anyone who listens. Crosby’s
renditions of many Christmas carols have become
the definitive versions; as long as that season
continues to roll around,'® Americans are cer-
tain to keep his memory alive.

Crosby is, however, an exception. The furor
surrounding the deaths of most performers seems
somewhat forced, as if their followers fear that
their heroes will not be remembered. Quality,
though, is always obvious; no matter how much
attention one might receive immediately follow-
ing' * his passing away, his contributions will be
recognized by future generations if they have
been worthwhile.
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