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Elvis is a Social Lubricant
Storyline by Jason Walton
Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to relate a humorous event that occurred at a high school Christmas party.  First, I will offer a concise description of the case environment.  Then, I will move into the description of that situation.  Next, I will discuss the humor-related concepts I learned by reflecting on this episode.  Pursuant to the syllabus prompt for this humor case, it is understood that what follows is a mixture of both personal reflection and soft textual analysis.  Therefore, the first and third person will be used interchangeably in the case.

The case environment for this episode is the 2000 Hernando High School Christmas party.  This event was held in Robinsonville, Mississippi at a restaurant known simply as “The Hollywood”.  The restaurant was immortalized in a 1990’s song, when singer, Mark Cohn, mentioned the establishment in his Top Forty single, “Walkin’ in Memphis”.  This restaurant is in a converted cotton warehouse.  

In four years of teaching at Hernando High School, I have come to know that no event is more divisive than the organizing of a faculty Christmas party.  Trying to determine a location, price range and menu that meets with everyone’s satisfaction is as futile as trying to find a radio station that a car full teenagers can settle on.  Inevitably, the choices are narrowed and lines are drawn.  The location is put to a vote, and immediately one or more groups become angry because their choice was not picked.  Then come the allegations of impropriety in how the votes were counted and what the motives were of those counting the votes.  To my knowledge this process has never taken place without someone either pouting or “showing out”, as my grandmother would say.   

This past Christmas it was decided that we would travel into neighboring Tunica County for the Christmas party.  The logic for choosing the The Hollywood went like this: (1) it was outside the boundaries of the school district, (2) there was live music, (3) they would allow everyone to order from the menu [so it was in everyone’s price range].  

As faculty members filed in, they took their seats at a reserved table that went the full length of the restaurant.  Appetizers were served and most sat with their hands folded in their lap, jaws working politely, exchanging pleasantries and listening to the house band.  It was then that I first noticed the affect of spouses on a situation like this.  Those of us who worked at the high school were quite at ease around each other, but the faculty and staff members’ spouses made our group nearly double in size.  This meant that half of the total group was unfamiliar with almost everyone at the Christmas party.  This, I could see, was becoming infectious in a negative way.  Faculty members who would normally be laughing and having a good time with one another were tending to their out-of-place spouses and pulling in the reigns on their interaction with one another.  

As the meals were served, I noticed the mood beginning to lighten, somewhat as interaction began to build.  Despite the urgings of the band, no one would come near the dance floor or even put in a request.  As the meal concluded, many began ordering after-dinner drinks from the bar.  This when my best friend, coconspirator, and fellow coach picked up a book that had the band’s entire artillery of songs.  We flipped through the songbook laughing and writing out several requests.  As the band played the songs, the people at our area of the table, who had help us make the selections began to sway a little in their seats, some singing and others playing air guitar.  

It was then that the band moved into Elvis’ own “Suspicious Minds”.  It was at that moment that my friend began playing the role of Elvis’ on and off-stage sidekick Charlie Hodge.  Charlie Hodge was the gentleman who would occasionally sing harmony with Elvis, but was better known as the man that replenished his scarves and gave him water during concerts.  As he draped a cloth napkin across my neck, I felt spirit of “The Kang” move through me as my lip uncontrollably began to snarl.  Before I knew it, I was singing into a Coors Light longneck bottle like it was my microphone.  My friend and I started moving down the table serenading various female members of the faculty, carelessly tossing scarves (napkins) in their direction, sometimes stopping to drop to a knee for a dramatic moment or to have my forehead blotted.  By the time I reached the far end of the table those who were not in hysterics were getting in on the act and fighting over napkins and screaming when I touched them.  Of course, I ended with a, “Thank yew. . . thankyaveramuch”.  

Although silly, the impromptu Elvis impersonation was transformational for the Christmas party.  It served as what John Morreall would refer to as a “social lubricant” within our group as well as for all the various groups in the restaurant.  It eased the natural friction many of us feel when we find ourselves in slightly unfamiliar or uncomfortable surroundings.  Women from another table who had noticed our antics immediately wanted to dance with both my friend and I.  We, of course, obliged – hamming it up the entire time.  It wasn’t long until numerous couples were making their way onto the floor.  Throughout the night I noticed several unlikely pairs dancing (cafeteria workers and math teachers).  It was wonderful.  

I thought this episode was interesting for two reasons:  (1) a humor community was forced to expand to include individuals (spouses and others in the restaurant) not normally present, and (2) People from within the same humor community reevaluated their own relationships [at least for a night].  
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