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iKing Creole

This book positions King Creole in the disputed territories of 1950s youth culture. It is one of Elvis’s best regarded films, but one of his least financially successful. It is a portrait of youthful alienation and juvenile delinquency made at a time when these topics were becoming less fashionable in teenpics.

The author argues that King Creole’s release during the death throes of rock and roll in America helps to position it as an outlier among youth films of the time in three distinct ways. First, the author demonstrates how the post-rock and roll release of the film allowed for a better harnessing of the star’s ‘Elvisness’. Second, the author conducts an extensive examination of the film’s production records, which show how the film’s portrait of youth alienation and delinquency pre-dated America’s big screen fixation on these topics, making the film not wholly bound by concurrent youth conventions. Third, the author challenges the dominant reading of the film as being about intergenerational conflict and asserts that it is about shared grief. This nuanced approach distinguishes King Creole from other 1950s youth-oriented films and explains its enduring critical acclaim despite commercial underperformance.

Rich on archival research and textual analysis King Creole: The Disputed Territories of 1950s American Youth Culture will interest both film studies scholars and students. Beyond film studies, this interdisciplinary text is valuable for scholars and students of popular music, American pop culture, celebrity studies, and social history.

Anthony Thomas McKenna is Senior Lecturer in Film at Liverpool John Moores University. He is the author of Showman of the Screen: Joseph E. Levine and His Revolutions in Film Promotion and co-author (with Andrew Spicer) of The Man Who Got Carter: Michael Klinger, Independent Production and the British Film Industry, 1960–1980. His other work has appeared in a variety of scholarly journals and edited collections.
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Series Editors: Siân Lincoln and Yannis Tzioumakis

Cinema and Youth Cultures engages with well-known youth films from American cinema as well as the cinemas of other countries. Using a variety of methodological and critical approaches the series volumes provide informed accounts of how young people have been represented in film, while also exploring the ways in which young people engage with films made for and about them. In doing this, the Cinema and Youth Cultures series contributes to important and long-standing debates about youth cultures, how these are mobilized and articulated in influential film texts and the impact that these texts have had on popular culture at large.
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Long Description for Figure 0.1
The text reads Paramount presents Elvis Presley in a Hal Wallis production. Below, it lists co-starring actors: Carolyn Jones, Walter Matthau, Dolores Hart, Dean Jagger, Vic Morrow, Liliane Montevecchi and Paul Stewart. The poster states ’Directed by Michael Curtiz’ and ’Screenplay by Herbert Baker and Michael Vincente Gazzo.’ The poster features a person holding a guitar and silhouettes of other individuals in the background.
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viiiFigures


	1.1Vince Everett (Elvis) is found guilty of manslaughter, an event that gives a darkness to Elvis’s character and recalls Crowther’s contention that Elvis ‘might be convincing as a kid with a load of resentment in his system'. (Screen-grab from Jailhouse Rock [1957]).

	3.1Mr Fisher (Dean Jagger) appears unable to suppress his independent entrepreneurial instincts as he challenges Mr Primont (Gavin Gordon) over his method of filling prescriptions. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	3.2Behind Mr Fisher’s remonstration of Danny about the importance of school lie both worries about Danny’s future and fears of the working class. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	3.3Danny (Elvis) assumes the position of responsibility as he escorts a drunken Ronnie away from her abuser, emphasising both Danny’s enforced maturity and refusal to listen to advice. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	3.4Ronnie, drunk and self-loathing, represents Danny’s possible future self, warning him to escape. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	3.5Evoking King Creole’s theme of masks and dreams, Danny drops his lothario act in the face of Nellie’s (Dolores Hart) openness and honesty. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	3.6Having forgiven Danny, Mr Fisher watches his son sing ‘As Long as I Have You’ in the King Creole nightclub in the final scene, confirming that King Creole is, at heart, a love story between father and son. (Screen-grab from King Creole [1958]).

	ix4.1A post-rock and roll, post-Army, all American hero in G.I. Blues as Elvis appears sanitised and defreaked. (Screen-grab from G.I. Blues [1960]).

	4.2Tulsa McClean (Elvis) is comically inept as he attempts to amuse a crying baby in G.I. Blues, showing the more paternal screen Elvis that would emerge through the 1960s. (Screen-grab from G.I Blues [1960]).

	4.3In direct contrast to Elvis/Danny’s experience with adult figures, a paternal Elvis/Chad has little patience for youth troubles in Blue Hawaii. (Screen-grab from Blue Hawaii [1961]).






xSeries Editors’ Introduction

Despite the high visibility of youth films in the global media marketplace, especially since the 1980s when Conglomerate Hollywood realised that such films were not only strong box office performers but also the starting point for ancillary sales in other media markets as well as for franchise building, academic studies that focussed specifically on such films were slow to materialise. Arguably the most important factor behind academia’s reluctance to engage with youth films was a (then) widespread perception within the Film and Media Studies communities that such films held little cultural value and significance, and therefore were not worthy of serious scholarly research and examination. Just like the young subjects they represented, whose interests and cultural practices have been routinely deemed transitional and transitory, so were the films that represented them perceived as fleeting and easily digestible, destined to be forgotten quickly, as soon as the next youth film arrived in cinema screens a week later.

Under these circumstances, and despite a small number of pioneering studies in the 1980s and early 1990s, the field of ‘youth film studies’ did not really start blossoming and attracting significant scholarly attention until the 2000s and in combination with similar developments in cognate areas such as ‘girl studies’. However, because of the paucity of material in the previous decades, the majority of these new studies in the 2000s focussed primarily on charting the field and therefore steered clear of long, in-depth examinations of youth films or was exemplified by edited collections that chose particular films to highlight certain issues to the detriment of others. In other words, despite providing often wonderfully rich accounts of youth cultures as these have been captured by key films, these studies could not have possibly dedicated sufficient space to engage with more than just a few key aspects of youth films.

In more recent (post-2010) years a number of academic studies started delimiting their focus and therefore providing more space for xiin-depth examinations of key types of youth films, such as slasher films and biker films or examining youth films in particular historical periods. From that point on, it was a matter of time for the first publications that focussed exclusively on key youth films from a number of perspectives to appear (Mamma Mia! The Movie, Twilight, and Dirty Dancing are among the first films to receive this treatment). Conceived primarily as edited collections, these studies provided a multifaceted analysis of these films, focussing on such issues as the politics of representing youth, the stylistic and narrative choices that characterise these films and the extent to which they are representative of a youth cinema, the ways these films address their audiences, the ways youth audiences engage with these films, the films’ industrial location, and other relevant issues.

It is within this increasingly maturing and expanding academic environment that the Cinema and Youth Cultures volumes arrive, aiming to consolidate existing knowledge, provide new perspectives, apply innovative methodological approaches, offer sustained and in-depth analyses of key films and therefore become the ‘go to’ resource for students and scholars interested in theoretically informed, authoritative accounts of youth cultures in film. As editors, we have tried to be as inclusive as possible in our selection of key examples of youth films by commissioning volumes on films that span the history of cinema, including the silent film era; that portray contemporary youth cultures as well as ones associated with particular historical periods; that represent examples of mainstream and independent cinema; that originate in American cinema and the cinemas of other nations; that attracted significant critical attention and commercial success during their initial release and that were ‘rediscovered’ after an unpromising initial critical reception. Together these volumes are going to advance youth film studies while also being able to offer extremely detailed examinations of films that are now considered significant contributions to cinema and our cultural life more broadly.

We hope readers will enjoy the series.

Siân Lincoln & Yannis Tzioumakis

Cinema & Youth Cultures Series Editors
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1IntroductionLocating Elvis Presley in the Disputed Territories of 1950s Rock and Roll
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King Creole (Curtiz, 1958) is a film that sits on disputed territory. It is one of Elvis Presley’s least successful films,1 but it is regarded as his best.2 It is one of the most vivid portraits of young, male alienation produced in the 1950s, but it came from the classical Hollywood partnership of Hal Wallis and Michael Curtiz, the producer-director team behind The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938) and Casablanca (1942). It is a compelling drama, but also a musical. It speaks directly to the youth culture of the 1950s but it is based on a novel set during the Great Depression. It is a juvenile delinquent film starring the King of Rock and Roll but released when on-screen delinquency was being replaced by better behaved ‘clean teens’ and American rock and roll was in its death throes. This book seeks to untangle these contradictions to better position King Creole as an important film that both reflects youth concerns and is emblematic of youth culture at a transitional moment in American history.

King Creole is the last film Elvis appeared in before he joined the Army in 1958, an event that remains symbolic of the death of rock and roll in America. One could make a strong and convincing case that rock and roll music was so potent that it could only burn itself out. In 1954, when Elvis recorded his first songs for Sun Records, few people had heard of rock and roll. By the following year it had transcended its musical roots to become a multi-media cultural phenomenon, beloved by youngsters and teens, attracting the attention of intellectuals and politicians, and moral guardians who felt that America’s youth had been bewitched. Like the decline of rock and roll, one could construct a persuasive argument that the moral panic that accompanied its arrival in the mainstream of American popular culture was also unsustainably incendiary. By the turn of the decade, American rock and roll was dead.

The death of rock and roll was prophesied by literal and figurative deaths. On 3 February 1959 Buddy Holly, Richie Valens, and the Big Bopper died in a plane crash. The following year, Eddie Cochran died 2following a car crash. The late 1950s also saw a series of symbolic deaths, the first of which came with Little Richard’s 1957 decision to devote his life to Christianity following a spiritual crisis which led to him renouncing secular music until 1962. The next significant symbolic death was Jerry Lee Lewis. In May 1958, he arrived in London with his wife, Myra Gale Brown, for a British tour. On being asked her age by a reporter, Brown claimed to be 15, causing a scandal in the British press. The subsequent revelation that she was actually 13, and his cousin to boot, made the tour untenable, and he returned to America in disgrace after only three shows, his career ruined. Further scandal came in December 1959 when Chuck Berry was arrested by racist police officers and charged with transporting an underage girl, Janice Escalante, across state lines for sex, thus violating the Mann Act (aka The White Slavery Traffic Act of 1910). He was convicted by a racist judge in 1960, successfully appealed, but a 1961 trial upheld the conviction, and he began a prison sentence in 1962 for a racially motivated and unjust conviction (Pegg 2002: 113–57). Then there was payola, a territorial dispute which saw DJs and song publishers accused of artificially stimulating the rock and roll market through bribery and corruption (Altschuler 2003: 153–71).

But the most important symbolic death, both in terms of its contemporaneous impact and its continued resonance in pop culture history, was the drafting of Elvis Presley into the United States Army. Elvis received his draft notice on 20 December 1957, and was inducted into the Army on 24 March 1958, having been granted a short reprieve to complete filming on his fourth feature, King Creole. Following Elvis’s actual death in 1977, John Lennon famously said in a radio interview that Elvis ‘died when he went into the Army. That’s when they killed him. That’s when they castrated him. The rest of it was just a living death’ (quoted in Simpson 2024). This is an important quotation, and I will return to it in Chapter 4, but it is worth noting here the anger in Lennon’s delivery. It speaks to how important the Elvis of the 1950s was to Lennon and people like him, and what a disappointment Elvis became. It also speaks to forces supposedly working against Elvis and rock and roll which ‘castrated’ its King.

After the Army, Elvis’s musical output was dominated by soundtracks for formulaic musical romantic travelogues, while his dreams of becoming a serious movie actor withered. More often than not, it is Elvis’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker, who is blamed for this,3 and Parker did have a controlling influence on Elvis’s career. After Elvis signed with producer Hal Wallis, Abe Lastfogel of the William Morris Agency wrote to him: ‘If Hal Wallis [has] anything to discuss with 3respect to Presley they should not contact him directly but channel all these matters through Colonel Parker or through us. The Colonel is most sensitive about this’ (letter from Abe Lastfogel to Hal Wallis 3 May 1956). However, the relationship between Parker and Elvis appears to have been mutually beneficial in the split of art and business. There is no evidence that Elvis was interested in the latter. At the time of writing, Peter Guralnick’s study of their relationship (Guralnick 2025) has not been published, but it is likely it will offer a corrective to current understandings of Parker, which tend to paint him in a very negative, almost demonic light. Importantly, King Creole was the least successful of Elvis’s four films of the 1950s. Following this commercial disappointment, it was the film’s producer, Wallis, who suggested sprucing up Elvis’s image to make him more acceptable to a broader audience, not Parker. Parker opposed the idea, telling Wallis, ‘painting any artist as too good can kick back’ (letter from Tom Parker to Hal Wallis 18 December 1958).

Wallis was a versatile producer with a penchant for prestige. As Head of Production at Warner Bros., Wallis had sought to improve the studio’s image in the 1930s by initiating a number of reputable projects, biopics of noble figures such as The White Angel (Dieterle, 1936; about Florence Nightingale) and The Story of Louis Pasteur (Dieterle, 1936) (Dick 2004: 50–1). In the 1940s he produced classics such as Now, Voyager (Rapper, 1943) and Casablanca, before setting up his own independent production company. Like many producers from the studio system seeking to make prestige pictures, Wallis recognised that the best way to gain the artistic freedom required to make such films was to invest in and profit from a steady stream of potboilers, often to the chagrin of the stars and artists. At Paramount, pre-Elvis, Wallis produced 16 films with the comedy duo Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, then a further three Lewis vehicles. In his autobiography, Lewis writes about coming to hate the ‘cookie-cutter scripts’ (Lewis and Kaplan 2007: 208) for the Martin and Lewis films, and states, ‘If you want to know what kept us from blossoming and finding our highest comic potential onscreen, I can tell you in two words: Hal Wallis’ (157).

To be sure, Wallis and Lewis had a difficult relationship, and Lewis aficionados generally share the view that Lewis’s self-produced films are superior to Wallis’s productions. But, as a production tactic, it worked for Wallis, who was able to make more critically acceptable fare such as The Rose Tattoo (Mann, 1955) and Gunfight at the OK Corral (Sturges, 1957) off the back of the Martin and Lewis potboilers. Wallis’s biographer, Bernard F. Dick, writes that it was Joe Hazen, Wallis’s partner since the Warner Bros. days, who was the most 4supportive of Elvis’s acting talents, while Wallis saw Elvis as a replacement for Martin and Lewis as that relationship strained. ‘For Wallis’, Dick writes, ‘Elvis was a media celebrity who could easily fit into the movie-cum-music that had become a Paramount staple’ (Dick 2004: 185). In the 1960s, he was proved correct, and the Elvis potboilers allowed Wallis to make Becket (Glenville, 1964), The Sons of Katie Elder (Hathaway, 1965) and Barefoot in the Park (Saks, 1967). Wallis may have only produced nine of Elvis’s 31 narrative films, but it was he, not Parker, who developed the formula for his most successful films of the 1960s. Herein lies another contradiction. Wallis wanted potboilers from Elvis and, as we shall see in Chapter 2, cast Elvis as Danny with some reluctance, but he later said of their collaborations, ‘I’m proudest of King Creole, where he really acts’ (quoted in Bawden 2023: 18).

The Wallis formula for the 1960s Elvis film, of sunshine, pretty girls, a happy ending, and a soundtrack album’s worth of humdrum songs, stands in contrast to the darker themes and rock and roll soundtrack of King Creole, causing it to be seen as an exception in Elvis’s screen output. On the other hand, Landon Palmer argues that ‘King Creole is not a venerable outlier in its star’s otherwise disreputable filmography but a drama that was instrumental in fostering the musical screen career of its star’ (Palmer 2018: 173). There is some truth in this; King Creole contains elements of the 1960s Elvis movie formula, especially the location shoot and the soundtrack LP. However, the film deserves its status as an outlier, not least because it contains Elvis’s best performance. Additionally, the extensive pre-production Wallis and his team had undertaken on the film even before Elvis came on board provides King Creole with a deeper emotional resonance than many of its contemporaries, while Elvis’s presence facilitated a tighter focus on youth concerns. Also, the fact that its preproduction pre-dated rock and roll’s explosion into the public consciousness meant that it was not as bound by the genre constraints of the 1950s teenpic, making it an outlier not only in Elvis’s filmography but also 1950s teen cinema more generally.

King Creole’s distinctiveness arises from its position on the disputed territories of American youth cultures in the 1950s as they gave way to the 1960s. As this book explores, harnessing Elvis’s star image, his ‘Elvisness’, in the 1950s was subject to the pressures of variegated, contradictory, and often opposing forces, as Wallis and others sought to forge a coherent screen presence for the star. The production contexts of King Creole, too, were marked by disputes, as Wallis’s vision of A Stone for Danny Fisher as a prestige picture was reshaped to make a film more directly concerned with young, male turmoil. Nonetheless, the film is far more sophisticated in its exploration of these issues than 5it is given credit for, leading to the disputed territory of its reputation. It is also one of the last rock and roll films of the original cycle, and that was a youth culture phenomenon whose very foundations lie in disputed territory.

Elvis Presley and the Disputed Territories of Rock and Roll

The origins of rock and roll are notoriously difficult to identify, as is any specific definition. It emerged from rhythm and blues, a category of music also difficult to define. The phrase ‘rhythm and blues’ emerged in the 1940s and replaced the terms ‘race music’ or ‘race records’. It was, according to Lawrence Cohn, ‘an umbrella term invented for industry convenience [that] embraced all black music, except classical music […] and religious music, unless, of course, a gospel song sold well enough to get into the charts’ (Cohn 2020: 314) Alan Freed, a DJ whose radio show was dominated by black music, claimed that he used the term ‘rock and roll’ to enable a greater crossover of black music to a broader audience by eliminating ‘the racial stigma associated with rhythm and blues’ (quoted in Lashua and Thompson 2025: 138) though this is disputed.

As a DJ, Freed had used the moniker ‘Moondog’ and hosted concerts, or Moondog Balls, featuring rhythm and blues acts, until a legal dispute forced him to drop the name. In January 1955 he hosted the first rechristened event, a Rock and Roll Ball. According to his biographer, John A. Jackson, Freed then set about aggressively promoting the phrase, setting up hundreds of rock and roll fan clubs, sending mail shots that used the term ‘rock and roll’ ten times in a single page, and using the phrase nine times in four minutes in his introduction to his 1955 ‘Rock and Roll Ball’, broadcast live on the New York radio station, WINS. He also tried, and failed, to copyright the term (Jackson 1991: 82–7).

Even in its name, rock and roll lies in disputed territory. It grew from a phrase that had been an African America euphemism for sexual intercourse to become an era-defining international phenomenon. Further disputes are fought over authenticity and context. Nick Tosches, for example, pronounces rock and roll as being dead before it was even christened:

Bill Haley, the first white rock ’n’ roll star, came, turned to shit, and went all in one fell swoop, by the summer of 1954. In other words, the cycle was already complete, the beast of rock ’n’ roll had been tamed for the circus of the masses by the time Elvis (another dead 6fuck) came along. Elvis played out the cycle again, in the span of six months: In ‘Milkcow Blues Boogie’, his third record, made in December 1954, raw power had already turned to schmaltz.

(Tosches 1999: ix)


What is interesting here is Tosches’s territoriality in claiming that a niche music had been ‘tamed for the circus of the masses’. The notion of the ‘masses’ and mass culture is key to understanding rock and roll, not only for historians and aficionados but also for contemporaneous critics, as seen in Abel Green’s 1955 broadside against sexually suggestive lyrics in rhythm and blues:

Music ‘leer-ics’ are touching new lows […] In the past such material was common enough but restricted to special places and out-and-out barrel houses. Today ‘leer-ics’ are offered as standard popular music for general consumption, including consumption by teenagers. Our teenagers are already setting something of a record in delinquency without this raw musical idiom to smell up the environment even more.

(Green 1955a: 2)


The problem here is not with suggestive lyrics, per se, but, as with Tosches, rhythmic vernacular music bursting out of its supposedly proper context – out of the barrelhouses and into ‘general consumption’ or ‘the circus of the masses’.

The DJ and civil rights campaigner Joe Bostic voiced his support for Green’s views, and, again, context and territory are key. He placed the blame for ‘leerics’, at least in part, on white opportunists, alleging rhythm and blues music business had

mushroomed outside of the Negro market and their pastures were being grazed on by the independent operators [who] kept manoeuvring until they came up with the gimmick […] Then came the revival of the dirty blues wail with the real meaning thinly veiled by words like squeeze, roll, 60 seconds, all night long and the rest.

(‘Negro DJ Raps …’ 1955: 1, 54)


Bostic also denounced the pre-eminence of Alan Freed as primary ambassador for rhythm and blues: ‘they bypassed all the Negro disk jockeys to put a non-negro on a 50,000 watt outlet and this stuff got the biggest push ever’ (54). Again, there are disputed territories and wariness of mass consumption.

7Elvis’s own assessment of the roots of his music also emphasises place and local culture:

The colored folks been singing it and playing it just like I’m doin’, now, man, for more years than I know. They played it like that in the shanties and in their juke joints, and nobody paid it no mind ‘til I goosed it up.

(quoted in Guralnick 1994: 289; see also Birnbaum 2013: 4)


The great creation myths of rock and roll lie in disputed territories – good and bad. There are stories of hybridisation and crossover alongside stories of opportunism and cultural appropriation. There are concerns about segregation, desegregation, crime, delinquency, and the possibly pernicious influence of a cultural form as it emerges from niche interest to mainstream sensation. For both its admirers and detractors, there are anxieties about how mass culture transmits, mutates, dilutes, and compromises, as black music is packaged for a young, white audience.

Elvis’s love of black music is well documented and provides a good case study of the crosspollinations of rock and roll. When he was 13 years old, he moved with his family from Tupelo, Mississippi to Memphis, Tennessee. Already steeped in the black gospel and blues he heard as a child, in 1948 he arrived in a city that has an astonishing musical pedigree. He would attend gospel services led by Reverand W. Herbert Brewster at the East Trigg Baptist Church and, pre-fame, always lived within walking distance of Beale Street, an area dominated by black owned businesses, shops, restaurants, and nightclubs, which made it the home of the Memphis Blues. Ike Turner remembers Elvis as ‘a white guy [who] […] would sneak in the side door and hide behind the piano’ (Turner and Cawthorne 1999: 39) to watch Turner’s band, The Kings of Rhythm, play.

A few miles south of Beale Street is Booker T. Washington High School, whose history teacher, Nat D. Williams, encouraged his students to develop their musical abilities as a possible avenue of future employment, fully aware that the life chances of his students were restricted in comparison to their white counterparts (Cantor 1992: 25–40; Ruddick 2023: 40–6).
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		4.1 A post-rock and roll, post-Army, all American hero in G.I. Blues as Elvis appears sanitised and defreaked. (Screen-grab from G.I. Blues [1960]).


		4.2 Tulsa McClean (Elvis) is comically inept as he attempts to amuse a crying baby in G.I. Blues, showing the more paternal screen Elvis that would emerge through the 1960s. (Screen-grab from G.I Blues [1960]).


		4.3 In direct contrast to Elvis/Danny’s experience with adult figures, a paternal Elvis/Chad has little patience for youth troubles in Blue Hawaii. (Screen-grab from Blue Hawaii [1961]).
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