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“This is the kind of book that shakes one to the core and gets one to see that things are not what they seem to be, especially with the King of rock ’n’ roll. Everything we thought we knew, we didn’t. The truth is way, way stranger.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, AUTHOR OF HOW TO THINK IMPOSSIBLY

“Miguel takes the ever-impressive depth of esoteric knowledge and insight he’s known for and applies it to a pop culture cornucopia of unexpected threads spiraling out from the King himself. It’s easy to forget that the magical fabric of reality can be found in unexpected places, and what we have here is a grand, bedazzled, suit-shaped reminder. Hallelujah!”

GREG CARLWOOD, HOST OF THE HIGHERSIDE CHATS

“Miguel writes with sincerity balanced by a sense of humor and pop sensibilities balanced by knowledge of esoteric traditions. Even well-read Elvis fans will find surprises in this romp of an informative read about a man many Americans still call the King.”

RONNIE PONTIAC, ASTROLOGER AND AUTHOR OF 
AMERICAN METAPHYSICAL RELIGION AND 
COAUTHOR OF THE MAGIC OF THE ORPHIC HYMNS

“Memphis, Egypt, was a center of the mystery cults of Osiris, which were the ancient world’s favorite venue for sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. Given that Osiris was the King of the Gods and the God of Kings, it’s no accident that Memphis, Tennessee, would give rise to the King of Rock ’n’ Roll. Who better than the knowledgeable Miguel Conner to rip the lid off the esoteric roots of these modern mysteries of Rock and its King? There have been tens of thousands of books written about Elvis and his lasting magic, but none that truly cut to the core of the King’s enduring appeal like this one!”

CHRISTOPHER KNOWLES, AUTHOR OF 
THE SECRET HISTORY OF ROCK ’N’ ROLL

“The Occult Elvis takes us on a thrilling and surprising journey of the wide range of occult, religious, and mystical subjects that greatly interested Elvis Presley throughout the different phases of his life. This is an important book to read, not only for fans wanting to learn more about his unstoppable drive to become somebody great and his remarkable triumph over the hardscrabble life that he was born into, but also for those who are spiritually awakening and want to know more about how Elvis discovered and integrated that other reality into his life and music. Through his passionate and concise exploration of the inner world of rock music’s most iconic and influential artist, Connor tells a fascinating story—of how Elvis cultivated his deep desire to know and experience the mysterious in the name of serving his beloved family, the many people he cared about, and his fans across the world—and in doing so, successfully reminds us of how deeply connected the occult and the divine are to rock and roll.”

PAUL WYLD, SINGER, SONGWRITER, AND AUTHOR OF 
JIM MORRISON, SECRET TEACHER OF THE OCCULT

“The public never knew the complexity of Elvis, who spent seven years with members of the Memphis Mafia. If you want a sneak peek behind the cape, you must step inside this book. Once again, Elvis doesn’t disappoint his audience.”

GAIL LYNN, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER OF 
THE FILM PROTECTING THE KING
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For Elvis. 
You needed a favor from a friend, 
and I was honored to help. 
The world finally knows your truth, 
and now you are free. 
And so is the world.




My whole life is a dream. I hope I never wake up.

ELVIS PRESLEY

They know about Elvis, the image, but not the inner me.

ELVIS PRESLEY

Truth is like the sun. You can shut it out for a time, but it ain’t going away.

ELVIS PRESLEY
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PROLOGUE

IF I COULD DREAM HOW IT STARTED

VERNON PRESLEY STEPPED OUT onto the front porch for a cigarette. He lit up and walked into the small yard, pulling his coat tighter around his body. Sweet Jesus, it’s cold, he thought, and that wind is like a whip. He could see his breath as it swirled with the wild air. But the break was nice—and so were the sounds of nature, like the rustling leaves and the distant complaint of eternally invisible coyotes. The January winter night was clear, though, granting a view of the neighborhood of wooden houses interrupted by daisy pastures and stripped gum trees. What waited beyond were the cotton and corn fields of East Tupelo and a lot of poverty as the Great Depression continued to eat the dreams and futures of the common folk.

He glanced back at his home, the little two-room shack in meager Mississippi. He could hear Gladys moaning in what had been a long labor. Twins, she said! They couldn’t even afford a hospital delivery. Twins! At least his mother and the midwife Edna were here to help, and then Vernon would rush to get Doctor William as soon as the babies were ready to come out.

Everything would work out, he told himself, again looking at the scenery, even though nothing had really worked out in Vernon’s life, from jobs to friends to his ideas. The Good Lord would be as good as the cigarette he was having, as fast as the winter wind that was . . .

The wind? Where had it gone? Silent. Completely silent. Not even the howl of coyotes.

Instinctively, he turned toward the house and froze as if the temperature had gone so low hell had frozen over down below.

A blue glow surrounded the house. It was soft but pulsing with confidence. Almost liquid. The light was not from this world, he knew immediately. What was going on?

“Sweet Jesus,” he mouthed. Vernon Presley barely realized he had dropped his cigarette. He barely knew how terrified he was and didn’t notice his legs moving desperately.

Vernon entered the shack with warnings ready in his mouth, but his mind was abruptly washed with more shock as he was greeted with heat, blood stench, and Gladys’s screams. He forgot everything except being in the static present. Every time he tried to talk, he could only grunt. Sounds punished his temples. Get the doctor! Things are breaking! We must pray, Vernon! We must pray!

Forget, a voice told him, and Vernon felt it was coming from the blue light. Was that a coyote laughing at him outside, too? The wind was back.

We must pray!

Soon, Vernon witnessed the birth of a king and a jester, delivered by a blue coronation, as was foretold. No one knew if it was the king or the jester who died shortly afterward.


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION

THE KING AND I

QUENTIN TARANTINO’S 1994 CLASSIC FILM, Pulp Fiction, is pregnant with memorable lines that define Americana. In the original theatrical release, one example happens in the scene where Mia Wallace (Uma Thurman) videotapes a sulking Vincent Vega (John Travolta). She remarks:

There are only two kinds of people in the world, Beatles people and Elvis people. Now Beatles people can like Elvis and Elvis people can like the Beatles, but nobody likes them both equally. Somewhere you have to make a choice. And that choice tells you who you are.

For most of my life, I considered myself a Beatles person. Revelation had different plans for me since you are reading this, and it changed who I thought I was and my views on reality itself.

I regularly viewed Elvis Presley as representing the more shallow, bombastic, and kitsch aspects of Yankee culture. He was the gimcrack Orpheus of campy consumerism, a symbol of overindulgence and empty-calories thinking, no better than anthropomorphized McDonald’s or Mountain Dew. My parents were neither Beatles nor Elvis fans, focused more on big band and jazz music. When I encountered rock ‘n’ roll as a young teen, the Beatles and the rest of the British Invasion were my gateway drug into the storm of adolescent hope and despair. Sometimes I even agreed with Public Enemy in “Fight the Power”: “Elvis was a hero to most but he didn’t mean shit to me.”

My views on the King softened slightly in my twenties and thirties. I became more open-minded and could honestly appreciate his music legacy, even admitting that I liked “Suspicious Minds” (the female backup is sublime). I fully recognized that Elvis inspired musicians I admired, like David Bowie, Led Zeppelin, The Clash, Tom Petty, and the Beatles (I was still their kind of person, though). At some point, I accepted his role as a benign symbol of the USA. I loved his muse aspect in yet another Tarantino film, True Romance (Val Kilmer murkily played Elvis). Elvis’s brief (and also murky) appearance in Forrest Gump was also memorable. In this film he was voiced by Kurt Russell in an uncredited role (and Russell both played the King in a 1979 John Carpenter biopic and starred with him as a child in the film It Happened at the World’s Fair). I laughed hard and never forgot the Flying Elvis’s (Utah chapter!) scenes in Honeymoon in Vegas. What would my life be without Nicholas Cage minus his obsession and continual copying of Elvis, especially his corny sexiness and madcap intensity? And what would my life be like without laughing with my kids watching Elvis-cipher Johnny Bravo on Cartoon Network? We all have six degrees of Elvis, whether we want to admit it or not.

The new century came. In my forties my attitude toward Elvis remained relatively the same—at least until 2013, when I interviewed author and artist Gary Tillery on my podcast. We chatted about his newly released “spiritual biography” of Elvis, The Seeker King. The book surveyed many of the unorthodox views and experiences of Elvis, none of which I had ever heard of before. I walked away with a new admiration for the King. Discovering that he was a man of spiritual depth and mystic encounters was a pleasure. However, as I focused on children and careers, he became just another rock star from a bygone era who tapped into higher energies and was caught in the headwinds of kismet and human carnality. I could learn little from Elvis at my age, and I might as well shelve him with John Lennon, Jimi Hendrix, and Jim Morrison, all cautionary tales and unusual religious case studies. I tucked away my appreciation and understanding somewhere down in my unconscious.

At least I accepted that I saw Elvis as so many others saw him: as an image of something larger than I could ever understand, a projection of my own prejudices and hopes. As Elvis biographer Peter Guralnick wrote:

Elvis Presley may well be the most written-about figure of our time. He is also in many ways the most misunderstood, both because of our ever-increasing rush to judgment and, perhaps more to the point, simply because he appears to be so well known. It has become as impossible to imagine Elvis amid all our assumptions, amid all the false intimacy that attaches to a tabloid personality, as it is to separate the President from the myth of the presidency, John Wayne from the myth of the American West. “It’s very hard,” Elvis declared without facetiousness at a 1972 press conference, “to live up to an image.” And yet he, as much as his public, appeared increasingly trapped by it.1

And then, in 2022, I found myself in the latter part of the Ernest Hemingway “gradually and then suddenly” trope when it came to Elvis. My adventure had truly begun.

Enter another podcast in August of that year. (For the record, I hadn’t noticed that Baz Luhrmann’s Elvis had been released.) My guest was entrepreneur and inventor Gail Lynn, who shared her new book and technology on alternative healing modalities. During my research for this interview, I found that she had dated someone in Elvis’s family, and the two had produced a docudrama based on the King’s final years. I mentioned this part of her life, and for some reason, we jumped right into the occult and paranormal aspects of Elvis’s life. Something stirred in me, and I kept thinking of him. Less than a month later, I was deep in Ayahuasca ceremonies during a trip to visit my family in Portugal. I experienced powerful, trippy visions and out-of-body odysseys, but I must admit that I had no encounters with Elvis (or Paul) in the third heaven.

Between the shamanistic ceremonies, I walked into my aunt’s living room one morning, and she suddenly asked, “What about Elvis?” I froze instantly but realized her attention was on the “telly.” She was asking about the Luhrmann movie.

What about Elvis?

He began haunting me.

When I returned to the USA, Elvis kept preoccupying me. I watched the Luhrmann movie several times, reread Tillery’s book (and listened to the audiobook), and couldn’t play any music except Elvis for two months. I dressed up like Elvis during Halloween and even did a live podcast as him. I started talking with his accent and talking about him to friends and colleagues. Guests on my podcast would ask curiously, “When will you write a book about Elvis?”

What about Elvis?

And then one stark winter day, I knew I had two choices: listen to the voiceless message fully or . . .

I realized I had only one choice! I had to tell the untold story of a king birthed in blue light who was more than a king, with the thesis I had already told thousands of people in the podcast or personally.

What is the thesis?

AMERICA’S MAGICIAN

In my alternative circles we often debate who is history’s great magic user. The list can include Solomon, Medea, Simon Magus, John Dee, Aleister Crowley, Eliphas Levi, or Dion Fortune, to name a few. Or it might be the American Jack Parsons, Marjorie Cameron, or Edgar Cayce, or one of countless Native American shamans and ill-treated witches. Entire libraries and internet space have been written about the various magical mystics who have shaped human history.

The world overlooked one magic user, the greatest one.

Per the Guralnick quote, humanity got the image of Elvis farthest from his true self, that of a country-boy, fundie Christian, fried-banana-and-peanut-butter-sandwich-eating folk hero—Johnny Appleseed with a guitar and a high sex drive.

It is time for the world to see America’s Magician, for, as will be discussed, we are in a dangerous time of transition, and Elvis was essential to a previous shift. As we travel into the inner sanctum of Elvis, the eye of a sorcerer-god’s storm, you will likely find a part of yourself missing all along. In a way, Elvis made America, and you are standing in his dream, and he awaits each one of us. I am confident that this work will open new vistas to your existence, dear reader, from the gifts left behind by the King to discover your authentic self and purpose.

A constellation of Elvis biographies has been written. They either skip Elvis’s occult pedigree, focus solely on his (marginally) Protestant Christian faith, or include his magical side briefly and in a forgettable manner. I also should mention the “dark/occult” side of rock music works, which are also legion; many of these compendiums are excellent in research and insight, but as they focus on numerous figures at once, the bandwidth of each tends to be limited. I will not do that. This book is not a linear, conventional biography but will instead:

• Supply the supernatural, prophetic, and cosmic circumstances that gave rise to Elvis

• Catalog his extensive interest and research in alternative spiritualities

• Reveal his profound, otherworldly experiences, visionary encounters, mystic abilities, and reality-bending powers

• Showcase his arcane rituals and how they paved the way for modern spirituality and praxis

• Make the case that Elvis was part of the machinations of higher forces that transformed Western culture forever

• Provide Jungian, Steiner-oriented, alchemical, and other esoteric ideas on the rise and fall of the King, examining his self-destructive, addictive persona, and solving the perennially confounding relationship with manager Colonel Tom Parker

• Present the eerie parallels between Elvis and Philip K. Dick that underscore Elvis’s remarkable abilities

The evidence comes from many sources and is corroborated by many witnesses. Even if one questions one of my arguments, it is still obvious, as Buffalo Springfield sang in “What It’s Worth”: “There’s something happening here. . . .” But instead of not being “exactly clear,” it will be so obvious.

I understand much of what Elvis was into is no longer “occult” or “magic” per se—much of it is readily available today at your average suburban strip mall. But in the context of the times and the nation’s psyche, Elvis laid the ground for a new age with all its perils and opportunities.

During this apocalypse of truth, terms like shaman, occultist, Gnostic, mystic, and others will be employed when referring to Elvis. They may or may not be comparable in your view, but all refer to those who tear the veil of mundane reality and discover or experience the supernatural, the shores of the divine. Regardless, I will expand the context of these terms as Elvis tore down the veils of mundane reality in his heterodox explorations and paranormal encounters. Sometimes, I will use the term high weirdness, as it involves traditional occultism paired with modern technology, conspiracy theory, psychedelics, and pop culture—an apt term when dealing with magic users of the late twentieth century like Robert Anton Wilson, Terence McKenna, Kenneth Grant, and others; and indeed Elvis, but he will tower above them all again.

But first, magic should be addressed before our magical mystery tour (am I still a Beatles person? You’ll find out at the end).

IT’S A KINDA MAGIC

Magic is a polysemous word, meaning it can have multiple meanings or senses depending on the context in which it is used, making it challenging to define or interpret. Other polysemous words, especially in alternative circles, include love, pagan, and even occult (is anything really hidden in the internet age?). Magic and the terms mentioned are also abused, weaponized, and tossed around carelessly for spiritual sophistry or social media cred. Gandalf performs magic, but going to Disneyland can be considered magic. In Late Antiquity, magic was whatever the Roman Empire, either pagan or Christian, deemed unsanctioned ritual practice. These days, magic is considered parlor or sleight-of-hand tricks. Between Roman times and David Blaine, magic has taken many protean definitions.

John Michael Greer, one of today’s most respected magicians and occultists, highlights the confusing situation of understanding magic:

It’s very difficult to talk about magic in modern industrial society and be understood clearly. That’s not because magic is innately difficult to understand. It’s because our culture has spent the last two thousand years or so doing its level best not to understand it.2

Greer does grant a workable definition for modernity, directly quoting famed occultist Dion Fortune, who herself is riffing off Aleister Crowley: “Magic is the art and science of causing changes in consciousness in accordance with will.”

You could say magic is the esoteric way of thriving for or explaining salvation, enlightenment, or the Hellenistic idea of “metanoia,” the turning about toward what is good and purposeful. That definition provides some elasticity if used outwardly, able to include, for example, Soviet propaganda, corporate advertising, or even mass hallucinations. It provides the strict materialist wriggle room to pierce normative reality and push the bounds of human imagination, so long as humans somewhat agree with empirical reality.

In How to Become a Modern Magus, Don Webb distinguishes between sorcery (goeteia) and magic (theurgia).3 The former is the manipulation of matter by some arcane ritual or invocation to higher forces. He writes on those who practice goeteia:

They have thrown their pennies into wells, kissed the Blarney stone, or in a petty fit stepped on a crack expressing rage at their mother. However, sorcery does work from some—so sorcerous cookbooks exist in numerous traditions from Hoodoo to Anton LaVey’s Satanic Bible. The sorcerer is not interested in self-change, only in play. The sorcerer knows the basic formula: extreme emotion plus symbolic manipulation produces events.4

This sensibility conforms with Dion Fortune’s definition, making magic a telekinetic art, a tweaking of quantum probability fields by cosplaying ancient sages. In the end, magic is about transformation—taking a person to their ultimate potential as both a mortal and immortal.

There is a saying that goes, “We practice religion; they practice magic.” In other words, it’s only transgressive when theological foes attain supernatural powers. Put another way, as ancient magic researcher Robert Conner writes: “Religion is magic for the masses while magic is religion for the individual.”5

Magic can then be divided into these levels:

• Parlor or sleight-of-hand tricks (modern-day)

• Psychic self-actualization or individuation that might or might not be supernatural, a power that can possibly be utilized outwardly toward a person or group (Fortune)

• The manipulation of matter and reality through uncanny means (Webb)

• A transformation into what we are at full potential, even beyond being human (Webb)

As with the terms love or pagan, a whole book could be written on magic (and excellent ones have been written). Yet this rubric removes most of the smell in the polysemous word. If all else fails, one can lean on the ancient Egyptian definition of magic, which can be defined as “an action which seeks to obtain its goods by methods outside the simple laws of cause and effect.”6

What does all this Golden Dawn-ish talk have to do with Elvis?

Elvis encompassed all the bullet points mentioned, as I will argue, and in ways not matched by any practitioner in Western culture. Like all notable magic users, he was a seer and theologian whose life was hectic with eerie encounters. He was a genuine seeker, as Tillery rightly describes in his book.

No matter how you cut the Tarot deck, Elvis was a magician. Magic and Elvis are almost inseparable, as you will find out in the following chapters.

But first, a little earthly history.
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A QUICK HISTORY OF ELVIS PRESLEY


Black velvet and that little boy’s smile

Black velvet with that slow southern style

A new religion that’ll bring ya to your knees

Black velvet if you please

ALANNAH MYLES, “BLACK VELVET”




THIS CHAPTER MUST BE DONE. I know that for many readers who are fans, having to go through the history of Elvis is like the obligatory viewing of the alley death of Thomas and Martha Wayne in a Batman flick, or yet another childhood bio of Clark Kent in a Superman narration. We get it—do we have to do it again?

This biography is micro, breaking down the life stages of the ever-reinventing King of Rock ‘n’ Roll. It will work as a reference once we go down the rabbit hole that is the magical side of his life.

CHILD ELVIS

Elvis Aron Presley was born in Tupelo, Mississippi, on January 8, 1935. He was the only living child of Vernon and Gladys Presley. His twin brother, Jesse Garon Presley, was born thirty-five minutes earlier but was stillborn. The Presley family was poor, and Vernon worked odd jobs to support his family, from sharecropping to running moonshine. Gladys took small jobs when she was able.

Elvis was extremely close to his parents, especially his mother. The family attended the Assembly of God Church, where he found his initial musical inspiration. Elvis was shy and introverted as a young boy. His passion was music, reflected in often singing at school or church.

The Presleys continued to live in poverty during that time, with Vernon even spending time away in jail for altering a check from an employer. In 1948, when Elvis was thirteen, the family moved to Memphis, Tennessee. Elvis was exposed to the sounds of blues, country, and gospel music there. As a teenager, he frequented Beale Street, an African-American music and culture hub. The music in that area had a profound impact on his musical style.

ROCKABILLY ELVIS

In 1953, with no formal music training and no ability to read music, working as a truck driver, Elvis paid four dollars to record two songs at the Memphis Recording Service, owned by Sun Records founder Sam Phillips. His first session was unremarkable. Nevertheless, Phillips saw potential in Elvis’s unique blend of country and blues. He invited the youth back to record a second time. During his second recording session, in July 1954, Elvis recorded his breakthrough hit, “That’s All Right (Mama).” The song became a local hit, leading to appearances on regional radio and television programs. Shortly after, Elvis signed a recording contract with RCA Records and released his first single, “Heartbreak Hotel,” for the label in 1956. The song became an instant hit, reaching number one on the pop charts. Other chart-topping classics soon followed, like “Hound Dog,” “All Shook Up,” and “Don’t Be Cruel.”

Elvis’s career skyrocketed in the following years, helping make rock music mainstream and ubiquitous. He became a cultural icon known for his suggestive dance moves and unique sound. His music mated several styles, including blues, country, and gospel. His charisma and sex appeal made him a favorite among teenagers and adults alike. Elvis’s popularity was further fueled by appearances on television programs like The Ed Sullivan Show, which introduced him to a national audience and made him a household name.

ARMY ELVIS

Elvis served in the army after being drafted in 1958. His two-year service stint was a significant interruption in his career, tragically marked by the sudden death of his mother Gladys. He also became interested in more unconventional spirituality, healing modalities, and martial arts. He returned to the music scene in 1960 with a renewed focus and passion.

MOVIE STAR ELVIS

Elvis’s first stint as an actor was in Love Me Tender, released in 1956. After leaving the army and as his music career cooled down in the 1960s, he went on to star in more than thirty films. Though his film career was not as impactful as his music career, his movies were extremely popular with his fans and cemented his status as a pop icon.

Despite releasing mostly campy musicals, Elvis was one of the highest-paid movie stars of his era. At one point, he earned a million dollars per picture plus a guarantee of 50 percent of the profit. His movies were mainly moneymakers.

During this time, Elvis expanded his spirituality, embracing an eclectic array of rituals and viewpoints.

VEGAS ELVIS

Elvis reinvented himself one last time after his 1968 Christmas television special (or ’68 Comeback Special, as it’s chiefly known). Once again, he became the most famous solo artist in the country. He focused on Las Vegas shows outside of touring, all monstrous successes, still releasing hit songs like “Suspicious Minds,” “In the Ghetto,” and “Burning Love.”

FAT ELVIS

By 1975, Elvis’s growing drug consumption, unhealthy lifestyle, and mental disorders began to take their toll. He could not lose weight as in the past, and his behavior became erratic. From the greatest performer on Earth, he became a show curiosity and the epitome of the aged, decaying rock star, a parody of what once made him edgy and groundbreaking.

PERSONAL LIFE

As the greatest male star in the world, Elvis’s personal life was the continual subject of tabloid rumors and speculation. He dated several women, including actress Ann-Margret in the early 1960s. His most significant relationship was with Priscilla Beaulieu, whom he met when Priscilla was just fourteen years old while Elvis was serving in the army in Germany. The two continued corresponding, and she began dating Elvis after returning to the USA. They married in 1967, conceiving Lisa Marie Presley the following year. As with most celebrities, their marriage was challenging, ultimately ending in 1973.

The effects of divorce and the demands of his renewed fame were the main drivers of Elvis’s self-destruction in the following years.

DEATH AND LEGACY

On August 16, 1977, at forty-two, Elvis Presley died of an apparent heart attack at his home in Memphis. His death rocked the world. Fans around the globe mourned his passing. In the years since his death, Elvis’s popularity has only grown, and he is still considered one of the most impactful cultural figures in the history of popular music. He remains one of the highest-selling solo artists of all time with over a billion records sold worldwide.

That was simple. Thomas and Martha Wayne are forever being killed in some future screenplay, while Superman grows corn as a teen—and maybe we can include the spider biting Peter Parker for good measure—but Elvis lives forever in so many retellings. You drove here to see the freakshow, I assume. Now it’s time to witness the magician and his life.

Let’s start by finding the fonts from which the magic came, which would later crown the King, who was not really a king.
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THE APOCALYPTICAL WORLD THAT CREATED ELVIS
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At the Crossroads of Heaven and Hell


Tears obliterate upon a throne

Hills obliterate upon a throne

Wipe that seat, fan it down

Ripped and married and killed away

The King will walk on Tupelo

The King will walk on Tupelo

And carry the burden of Tupelo

NICK CAVE AND THE BAD SEEDS, “TUPELO”




NOTHING HAPPENS IN A VACUUM—not even vacuums. To understand the magician, whether it’s Merlin or Circe, we must understand the forces of their time—their innate power and desires. A boy cannot retrieve a sword from a stone unless destiny writes some of his script.

LOST TWIN AND FOUND DAEMON

Straight out of the gate, Samsara welcomed Elvis with death and tragedy. When his identical twin, Jesse, died at birth at 4:35 a.m. on January 8, 1935, it took Elvis half an hour to come out into this world of temporality. The arduous labor occurred after a long and complicated pregnancy that forced Gladys to quit her job. Gladys let out a long, piercing wail while the midwife carried the dead infant to the back room. As for the once and future King, he was snugly wrapped in a shoebox. So worried were Glady and Vernon about the surviving newborn Elvis that they placed him in the warmest place in the house: the oven. After little Elvis was taken to the hospital, Gladys discovered that she would be unable to have another child. She later said, “When one twin died, the one that lived got all the strength of both.”1

Jesse, named after Vernon’s father, was placed in a small coffin to be later buried in an unmarked grave at Priceville Cemetery. The surviving twin was named Elvis after Vernon’s middle name. The Presleys had planned to make the middle names of their twins, Garon and Aaron, rhyme with a long a. When their physician completed the birth certificate two days later, he followed their pronunciation, resulting in the name Elvis Aron Presley. Despite this unique spelling on his birth certificate, Elvis later stated that he preferred the conventional spelling of his middle name. Although the unusual spelling was recorded on his Social Security card and US Army records, his tombstone reads Elvis Aaron Presley.2

A shy and lonely child who often stuttered, one of Elvis’s forms of solace was visiting the grave of his older twin with his father. Gladys never visited Jesse, only grieving through church visits. As a child, Elvis never spoke to anyone about Jesse except to one friend, James Ausborn. At age four or five, he started hearing a voice in his mind, which he recognized as Jesse. As an adult, he frequently referred to this voice as his “psychic twin” or “original bodyguard.” He contended that this voice instructed him to love, care for, and understand other humans and their perspectives. Jesse became his conscience or alter ego.3 Moreover, he became a “mystical figure, neither fully alive nor completely dead, possessed of supernatural powers of healing and human goodness, a spirit more than an entity, to be used for inspiration and guidance.”4

From an esoteric standpoint, Jesse became the mask of Elvis’s daemon (or daimon), an ancient Greco-Roman concept of a higher, timeless self or spirit guide that helps a mortal navigate life and eventually reintegrate with the divine realms. This symbiotic entity also possesses the spectral LinkedIn profiles of the guardian angel: genius, animal guide, and higher self, among others, depending on cultures across the globe. The daemon can be akin to the muse, which to the ancients was an ontological reality and conscious force. As Anthony Peake discusses in The Daemon, this semi-independent existence communicates through dreams, synchronicity, déjà vu, visions, and other unconventional means. It often takes familiar forms or voices to those it seeks to shepherd in the material world. The daemon spoke to Socrates about the weather and showed Niels Bohr a vision of the path of electrons orbiting around the nucleus. Sometimes, the daemon helps its lower self avoid death, and sometimes it foretells death itself, as happened with the poet Percy Shelly, who was warned by his daemon (taking the form of his doppelgänger) about his demise during a shipwreck.5

Describing the daemon as accurately as possible, we can turn to another mercurial bard like Elvis, W. B. Yeats, from his Words Upon the Window Pane:

Daimon is timeless, it has present before it [a man’s] past and future, or it has no present and is that past and future, and as the dramatisations recede from his waking mind and from the dreams that reproduce his waking desires they begin to express that knowledge.6

In a more streamlined manner, astrologist Cat Rose Neligan describes the daemon not as an entity but as an “altered state of consciousness that a human (or even a god) could be in. It was something that took hold of us and worked through us.”7 As the mind expands into nonlocal places, a new language guides the journey in reality, and it’s not often a linear native vocabulary.

But can a dead brother become the manifestation of this helpful and inspirational supernal force? Ancestors guiding the living is a tale as old as civilization, but the answer is yes when it comes to siblings, as happened to another historic artist: William Blake. His dead brother Robert appeared in visions and assisted him in crafting both his poetry and legendary print art.8

Elvis’s daemon (or two, as revealed in the next chapter) wasn’t as vocally ubiquitous as with past mystics. It must also be considered that due to his culture and fame, he was always wary whom he spoke to about the supernatural; he only opened up about spirituality in his late twenties. Plus, as Neligan explains, the daemon is the force that stirs the call of a person’s destiny in the rigid machinery of fate, a pull from the mundane to the impactful. The daemon is the part of us that reminds us why we are here, and that plea is often voiceless.9

James Hollis, one of today’s leading Jungian authorities, explains well the fate-call of the daemon in relation to Elvis:

We may not wish to be called, but we are all to something, and like listening to the Daimon, it is better to respond than to flee. Artists who follow their path do not “choose” to be an artist in face of suffering, uncertainty, failure, impoverishment, and cultural marginalization, but real artists do serve the calling.10

For Elvis, the pull of providence was immensely strong. Straight out of that cosmic portal, Elvis was thrust into a haunted world of spirit guides, voices in his head, and the eternal reminder of death. He constantly wondered about Jesse and what might have been. In a way, Elvis’s entire life was an extended requiem for his twin.

The psychological impact would be oceanic on the mind of Elvis, who said about losing Jesse, “I’ve always felt part of me was missing.”11 As clinical psychologist Peter O. Whitmer (himself a twinless twin and the first drummer for the band The Turtles) writes in Inner Elvis:

Elvis’s twin’s death at birth was a tragedy that triggered a process that made his dead sibling the bedrock, the singular driving force in his life.12

Jesse’s early departure also had permanent spiritual ramifications, a primary driver in the occult side of Elvis. In the mystical arenas, he could find the means to reunite and commune with his sibling. In this interaction, Elvis felt Jesse would provide the secrets to the meaning of life.13

A popular trope details that twins are united more than other siblings, sometimes in paranormal ways. The loss of a twin can be highly damaging to the survivor. But what makes twins so bonded, especially those who only know each other in the dark comfort of a womb? Whitmer answers this:

Sonograms have clearly shown what is called “interfetal stimulation,” or the touching by twins of each other’s feet, hands, and lips. Given the anatomy of the “sensory strip,” such contact is quite significant. Twins can excite each other in the most basic ways in the intimate world they share before birth. The sensations they offer each other are quantitatively and qualitatively different from those experienced by the single fetus. It has been hypothesized that actual “interfetal communication” takes place. Researchers suggest there is a dominant twin, one who is first to react to external sounds. The dominant fetus passes along information to its twin. . . . The precise mechanism for such communication is not yet fully understood.14

We may never know who the alpha between Elvis and Jesse was, but they were intimately bonded from conception, and a premature separation leads to permanent trauma. Whitmer goes on to break down the deterministic path of a twinless twin, which indeed parallels the life of Elvis, and reveals what destined him to be history’s greatest rock star and a seeker of expanded consciousness:

• An over-attached mother, yet a powerful son-mother bond

• A driven, high-intensity personality

• A need for attention and success, always balanced by imposter syndrome, gives them the tendency to give their wealth away

• The inability to have intimate relationships because they are subconsciously committed to their lost sibling for life

• The experience of always suffering an inner torment of unresolved grief and internal blame and trying to understand on a larger, even cosmic scale

When Liberace met Elvis in 1956, as the King’s career was exploding, he explained that he had also lost his twin at birth. This tragedy fueled Liberace’s desire for flamboyance, overworking, and overachievement. Instead of telling Elvis how to curb this wild spirit, Liberace told him to lean into it and just be unique in his success.15

Jesse never left the Elvis building.

THE QUEEN’S GAMBIT

As biographer and journalist Alanna Nash wrote about Gladys Love Smith, Elvis’s mother:

In rock-and-roll mythology, she is the proud, all-suffering Madonna, the commoner who birthed a king and died too soon, knocking his world off its axis. Like her famous son, her first name is all that’s needed. Elvis called her “my best gal,” but in the deepest psychological sense, she was not only his best gal, but also his only one.16

That’s a problem many Elvis biographers skip over, and we shall unpack why.

Born in 1912, Gladys was on the surface a typical Southern farmland gal, doing her best in Tupelo, Mississippi, in the highs and lows of the first half of the twentieth century. One could characterize Gladys as playful but lazy within family circles, timid and deferent in the public arena, and impulsive when it came to men’s attention (to the point where she eloped in her teens with a married man and came to her senses two days later, becoming the talk of the town).17

Extremes ruled her personality, an affliction her famous son would inherit. She was a “lively, passionate young woman who hoped to make a good impression and be accepted by others.” At the same time, her mood could immediately shift into a storm most would rather avoid. As Memphis Mafia member Lamar Fike said, “Everybody in that family was scared of Gladys and her temper.” Beyond bipolar tugs, Glady was often filled with overwhelming anxiety, another trait Elvis would inherit (in fact, it was gargantuan nerves that gave Elvis his famous leg and hip moves, not something he orchestrated on purpose as part of his act). Her anxiety could intensify to the point that her worries became intense paranoias and illusory threats, and these were sometimes coupled with “prophetic dreams and mystical intuitions.” She once spoke of “dark things” in the bushes of her property and had them cut down.”18

Gladys found dancing therapeutic, as did many in her small town. On Saturday nights, neighbors would clear the rooms of furniture and play
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