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The Cranial Autopsy:  Heads or Tails? 
 

As I continue to research some of the areas of study that I began when I was working on  
Elvis Decoded, I am sometimes faced with a recurring topic that can be difficult to present 
to readers and fans.  The question of the cranial autopsy (CA) is one such area of study, and 
because of this I try to address the subject matter with respect for Elvis and his family, and 
in a somewhat clinical manner so as to keep the topic narrowly focused and on-point.  
Below is my latest research and analysis on whether this procedure was performed as part 
of the autopsy at Baptist Memorial Hospital on the evening of August 16, 1977. 
 
As the diagram below illustrates, a minimum of five persons who were in the autopsy suite 
at some point during the autopsy have confirmed that this procedure was performed.  
These persons are:  Maurice Elliott, Dr. Jerry Francisco, Dr. Nichopoulos, Dan Warlick, and 
at least one of the pathologists working on the body.  (In sworn testimony from 1979, one 
of the pathologists specifically refers to the brain when asked what tissue samples were 
collected.)  Additionally, the procedure was confirmed for me several years ago by a 
member of the embalming/preparation team at the Memphis Funeral Home, and this 
technician attended to the cranial area specifically. 

Further, “cerebral arteries” are cited in the autopsy report; “cerebral arteries” are part of 
the brain. 

The underlying dilemma here is that Elvis’s good friend, Larry Geller, has stated that when 
he worked on Elvis’s hair at the funeral home on the morning of August 17, he did not see 



the incision that would run behind the lower part of the head from ear to ear.  Additionally, 
Robert Kendall of the Memphis Funeral Home stated in his book that this procedure had 
not been done.  So, these two statements from Geller and Kendall have muddied the waters 
a bit and both run counter to what the doctors and others who were present have said. 

To resolve this problem, we must look first at the statements by the medical personnel at 
BMH.  Collectively, this group would have no reason whatsoever to lie about this 
procedure, since it is a standard part of an autopsy and there is nothing unusual about it.  
One or two of the statements I’ve gathered were made around 1979 and at that time there 
was no question about the procedure, and no reason to deny or confirm it had been done 
unless asked.  The statements were obtained from court documents and were part of 
testimony taken under oath.  However, even if any of these medical personnel had known 
about Geller’s or Kendall’s statements, they would not have shaded the truth or changed 
their accounts, because there would have been no reason to do so.  I base my position here 
on my reading of their statements given under oath and as disinterested parties. 

 

Let’s now look at Geller’s statement.  He has maintained for many years that he did not see 
any indication that a CA had been performed on Elvis’s body.  Geller styled Elvis’s hair prior 
to the body being returned to Graceland for funeral services, and using this information we 
can safely conclude that Geller was in close proximity to the body and head, and would 
have been in a position to assess whether the procedure had been performed.  In 
discussing this question with my Memphis Funeral Home contact, I was told that the lead 
embalmer on staff there was quite skilled at preparing the head area for viewing, and he 
could prepare the head and scalp in such a way that a layman simply wouldn’t notice the 
stitched incision.  And, it is likely that the skill of this embalmer was such that the incision 
was not even visible unless it was specifically searched for.  Based on what Geller was 
doing that morning, I do not believe he would have actively looked for the cranial incision. 

The MFH technician further explained that the incision is sewn up by the hospital staff in a 
fairly crude manner, since they know that the funeral home staff will properly clean and 
prepare the incision later, and then make sure the incision is hidden as much as possible.  
So, the rough stitching is removed at the funeral home, and then a more comprehensive 
stitching job is done in its place.  The final incision stitching is then covered with flesh-
colored “mortuary putty” (depending on the deceased’s skin color and tone).  The 
technician told me that this type of incision is fairly common, and because of this, they had 
procedures in place to adequately prepare the incision.  He stressed to me that if someone 
did not already know the incision was there, it would be very difficult to see. 

As for Bob Kendall, who worked at the Memphis Funeral Home, he was not, contrary to 
conventional wisdom, part of the embalming staff, and did not work with the embalming 
techs on Elvis’s body, or on anyone else’s body.  Kendall was part of management at the 



MFH, and as such may not have noticed what the embalming team had done in terms of the 
preparation of the incision and head.  My contact at the MFH says that Kendall simply came 
into the embalming suite, viewed the body, and then left.  He did not inspect the body as 
some may believe, or as some may have inferred from Kendall’s account. 

The strongest evidence to support the contention that the CA procedure was performed is 
the autopsy report, which clearly refers to “cerebral arteries.”  There is no logical reason 
this anatomical reference would have been included in the pathological diagnoses had the 
CA not been performed. 

It is my contention, then, that despite the conjecture on other websites, the cranial autopsy 
was performed on Elvis’s body, and that Kendall and Geller were simply in error.  The 
probative weight of the evidence indicating that the procedure was done is simply too 
great.
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