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THE DAY THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING: SETTING THE
SCENE AT GRACELAND

August 16, 1977, began like any other summer day in Memphis,
Tennessee. But by mid-afternoon, the world stopped turning. The
news  that  Elvis  Presley  had  died  at  Graceland,  his  beloved
mansion, sent shockwaves across the globe. For Priscilla Presley,
the former wife of the King of Rock and Roll,  that phone call
shattered her world a second time. She had divorced Elvis in
1973, yet their bond as co-parents to nine-year-old Lisa Marie
and as friends had only grown stronger in the years that followed.
When she arrived at Graceland that evening, she stepped into a
maelstrom of grief, media frenzy, and the immense responsibility
of  organizing a funeral  befitting a legend –  all  while  shouldering
her own profound sorrow. The image of  Priscilla Presley at
Elvis  funeral  remains  one  of  the  most  haunting  and  dignified
moments  in  pop  culture  history.
This article delves deeply into that fateful day and its aftermath,
exploring Priscilla’s crucial role, her emotional journey, and the
lasting legacy of her presence at the funeral of Elvis Presley. We
will examine her actions, her composure, and the quiet strength
she  displayed  –  a  strength  that  would  later  define  her
stewardship  of  the  King’s  legacy.

THE SHOCK AND THE JOURNEY: PRISCILLA RECEIVES
THE NEWS

Priscilla Presley was at her home in Los Angeles when the call
came. She was living a relatively private life, focusing on raising
Lisa Marie and pursuing her own interests in acting and business.
The sudden death of Elvis – at the age of 42, from cardiac arrest –
was utterly unexpected. While the world mourned a superstar,
Priscilla mourned the father of her child and the man she had
loved since she was a teenager. She immediately booked a flight
to Memphis.
Arriving at Graceland, Priscilla was faced with a chaotic scene.
Fans had already begun to gather outside the gates, sobbing and
lighting candles. The mansion was filled with family, close friends,
and staff in shock. Elvis’s father, Vernon Presley, was devastated.
Priscilla quickly assumed a leadership role, not out of a desire for
control,  but  out  of  necessity.  She  knew  the  family  needed
someone to steady the ship, and she was uniquely positioned – as
the mother of the sole heir and as a woman who understood both
Elvis’s public persona and his private vulnerabilities.

PRISCILLA PRESLEY'S ROLE IN THE FUNERAL
ARRANGEMENTS

In the immediate hours following Elvis’s death, Priscilla Presley
became  the  central  figure  in  planning  the  funeral.  She  worked
tirelessly alongside Vernon and the family’s trusted aides. One of
her most deeply personal decisions was choosing the attire in
which Elvis would be buried. She selected a white three-piece
suit,  a  blue  shirt,  and  a  silver  tie  –  an  outfit  that  reflected  the
pristine,  almost  angelic  image  she  wanted  the  world  to
remember. She also personally selected the solid copper casket,
a  heavy,  dignified  vessel  that  would  later  be  interred  in
Graceland’s  Meditation  Garden.

Priscilla also decided to allow a public viewing at Graceland on
the day of the funeral. Knowing the profound connection Elvis
had with  his  fans,  she felt  it  was  important  to  give  them a final
chance  to  pay  their  respects.  This  decision  was  not  without
controversy, as many close friends felt the service should remain
completely private. Yet Priscilla insisted, and her compassion for
the mourning public set the tone for the events to come.

A Mother's Instinct:
Protecting Lisa Marie
Throughout the entire ordeal, Priscilla’s primary focus was her
daughter. Lisa Marie was only nine years old, and her father’s
sudden  death  was  incomprehensible.  Priscilla  kept  her  close,
shielding her from the worst of the media circus while ensuring
she understood the reality of the moment. She later wrote in her
memoir, “Elvis and Me,” that she wanted Lisa Marie to have the
chance to say goodbye in her own way. This maternal instinct
guided every decision Priscilla made during those dark days.

THE PRIVATE FUNERAL SERVICE: A MORNING OF
GRACE AND GRIEF

The private funeral  service for  Elvis  Presley was held  on the
morning of August 18, 1977, in the foyer of Graceland. The room
was  filled  with  tropical  flowers,  a  testament  to  Elvis’s  love  for
Hawaii, and a small choir sang gospel hymns. About 200 family
members and close friends attended.  Priscilla  Presley at  Elvis
funeral was both the anchor and the most visibly heartbroken
presence.
Wearing  a  simple  black  dress  and  a  black  veil  that  partially
obscured her face, Priscilla entered the foyer holding Lisa Marie’s
hand. She guided her daughter to the open casket, where they
spent several  moments in private farewell.  Priscilla  leaned in,
touched Elvis’s face, and whispered words that only Elvis could
hear. It was a profoundly intimate moment in front of a hushed
room. She then placed a small object – later reported to be a lock
of her hair and a note – inside the casket. This gesture became
one of the most emotional and defining moments of the service.
Priscilla did not deliver a formal eulogy, but her presence spoke
volumes. She sat in the front row, clutching a handkerchief, her
shoulders occasionally trembling with silent sobs. Family friends
recalled that she displayed remarkable composure, even as she
was crumbling inside. She was the rock for Lisa Marie and for
Vernon, who was barely able to function. When the service ended
with a recorded version of Elvis singing “How Great Thou Art,”
Priscilla remained seated for a long moment, unwilling to leave.

THE PUBLIC VIEWING AND THE FUNERAL PROCESSION

Following the private service, Graceland opened its gates for a
public viewing. More than 30,000 fans had lined up outside, some
having waited through the night.  Priscilla agreed to allow the
casket  to  be  placed  near  the  front  door  so  that  fans  could  file
through the front foyer and pay their last respects. For several
hours,  they  walked  past  the  King,  many  leaving  flowers,  stuffed
animals, and handwritten notes.
Priscilla  watched  from  an  upstairs  window,  observing  the
outpouring  of  love.  She  was  later  seen  walking  down  the
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driveway, arm in arm with a family friend, to greet some of the
fans  directly.  This  act  of  connection,  of  shared  mourning,
solidified her role not just as Elvis’s ex-wife, but as the guardian
of his legacy. The funeral procession that followed took Elvis from
Graceland  to  Forest  Hill  Cemetery.  Priscilla  rode  in  the  lead
limousine with Vernon and Lisa Marie. Millions of people lined the
streets  of  Memphis,  a  river  of  grief  that  stretched for  miles.
Priscilla’s  face,  framed by  the  car  window,  was  a  portrait  of
dignified  sorrow  –  an  image  captured  by  photographers  that
became  iconic.

THE BURIAL AND THE FINAL GOODBYE

At Forest Hill  Cemetery, the family gathered for a brief burial
service. It was here that Priscilla Presley at Elvis funeral made
another lasting impression. As the casket was lowered, she took a
single white rose from the arrangement and placed it on top. She
then led  Lisa  Marie  away,  her  arm firmly  around her  daughter’s
shoulders. The burial was initially intended to be a permanent
resting place, but due to security concerns and the relentless
stream of fans, Priscilla later spearheaded the moving of Elvis’s
remains to Graceland’s Meditation Garden in October 1977.
This  decision  was  emblematic  of  Priscilla’s  long-term thinking
even in the midst of acute grief. She understood that Graceland
needed  to  become a  place  where  the  family  could  privately
mourn and where fans  could  continue to  honor  Elvis  without
disturbing his peace. The Meditation Garden, now the final resting
place of Elvis, Vernon, and Gladys Presley, as well as Lisa Marie,
is a direct result of Priscilla’s vision and determination.

THE AFTERMATH: PRISCILLA PRESLEY AS THE

GUARDIAN OF THE LEGACY

In the weeks and months following the funeral, Priscilla Presley
faced a new challenge: preserving and building the Elvis Presley
empire. She had to navigate legal battles,  business decisions,
and her own grief. But the strength she displayed at the funeral
carried her forward. She opened Graceland to the public in 1982,
transforming it  into one of  the most visited private homes in
America.  This  decision  was  initially  criticized  by  some  as
commercialism, but Priscilla saw it as a way to keep Elvis’s spirit
alive and to provide for their daughter.
The image of Priscilla Presley at Elvis funeral – the veiled widow,
the  grieving  mother,  the  composed  leader  –  became  the
foundation of  her  public  identity.  She was no longer  just  the
teenage bride of a rock star. She was a woman of substance,
capable of immense grace under pressure. In interviews years
later, she often cited that day as the moment she truly grew up.
“I had to be strong for Lisa Marie,” she said. “I couldn’t fall apart
because she needed me.”

PRISCILLA'S REFLECTIONS ON THAT DAY IN HER OWN
WORDS

In her 1985 memoir “Elvis and Me” and in numerous interviews,
Priscilla has offered glimpses into her thoughts during the funeral.
She described the surreal quality of the day: seeing the face she
had loved for so long frozen in peaceful stillness, hearing the
crowd wailing outside, and feeling the weight of being the focal
point of a global tragedy. She admitted that she felt a strange
relief  that  his  suffering  had  ended,  as  Elvis  had  struggled  with
prescription drug abuse and declining health. But that relief was
overshadowed by an overwhelming sense of loss.


