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0“The Mississippi shuddered and lifted 

from its bed, reaching like a somnam-
bulist driven to go to new places; the 
ice stretched far out over the waves. 
...There was one hour when the river 
was the color of smoke, as if it were 
more a thing of the woods than an ele-
ment and a power of itself.” Eudora Welty wins  
first-place O. Henry prize for The Wide Net, 1942
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“The clock tick-tocked, sol-
emn and profound. It might 
have been the dry pulse of 
the decaying house itself, 
after a while it whirred and 
cleared its throat and struck 
six times.” The Sound and the Fury 

by William Faulkner published in 1929
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•	 The city of Memphis consists of a regular street grid on the banks 
of the Mississippi River, centered around the trade and commerce 
brought by the great waterway.

•	 [right: Main Street, early 1900s]
•	 [above: river trade, early 1900s]

•	 A growing population, fed by those moving from the rural Delta, 
undergirds the city’s financial success. A steady stream of busi-
nessmen, merchants, and travelers pass through the train stations 
of South Main. 

•	 [left: cotton warehouse, c. 1920s]
•	 [above: Central Station, c. 1930s]

•	 The popularity of the automobile changes the energy and form of 
the city. Now, travelers to downtown Memphis are more likely to ar-
rive by car, rather than riverboat, streetcar, or train.

•	 [left: South Main Street, early 1948]
•	 [above: Main Street, c. 1940s]

•	 By the 1960s, Main Street was the site of protests and demon-
strations for civil rights. Sometimes using “unrest” as justification, 
those with means moved out of the city center and divested from 
inner-city development. The “Urban Renewal” movement largely 
resulted in large-scale demolition of vacant and aging buildings.

•	 [far left: Ernest C. Wither’s I Am A Man, Sanitation Workers Strike, 
1968]

•	 [left: Beale Street, c. 1970s]
•	 [above-left: “Urban Renewal” surrounding The Peabody, c. 1970s]
•	 [above: demolition of Hotel King Cotton, 1984]

•	 In the early 21st century, Main Street attracted the attention of de-
velopers looking to attract consumers and residents back to down-
town. Further north, these developments were larger in scale, fo-
cusing on the part of town where a remnant of financial and civic 
business still took place, and where tourists could be more easily 
driven. The ignored South Main area was found to be ripe for small-
er, independent sites of redevelopment. A collection of art galleries 
and studio led to its classification as an arts district.

•	 A burgeoning African American population fosters a prolific mu-
sic community. Swing, blues, and jazz musicians draw people to 
the nightclubs of Beale Street. [bottom left-right: blues musicians 
Memphis Minnie, Frank Stokes, and Furry Lewis]

•	 late 1940s: Musicians begin to develop a unique electric blues 
sound in Memphis, originally motivated to amplify their playing over 
raucous parties on Beale; the founder of Sun Studio and Sun Re-
cords, Sam Phillips, records and produces a number of these mu-
sicians including Howlin’ Wolf, Willie Nix, and B. B. King [pictured 
bottom row, left-right]

•	 1950: Sam Phillips founds Sun Studio and Sun Records at 706 
Union Avenue in Memphis [pictured bottom left]

•	 1951: Jackie Brenston and his Delta Cats’ record the first rock and 
roll single, “Rocket 88,” at Sun Studio; several notable rock and 
roll, country, and rockabilly artists record at Sun, including Johnny 
Cash, Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, Roy Orbison, and Jerry Lee Lewis

•	 1954: Dewey Phillips is the first to play Elvis Presley on the radiom 
from his studio in the Hotel Chisca [bottom right: photograph of 
Presley]

•	 1965: Jim Stewart and Estelle Axton found Stax Records; Stax be-
comes the center of Southern soul music, and a recording place for 
racially integrated bands and operated by a racially integrated staff

•	 [bottom left: the Stax studio, located in a renovated movie theater at 
926 East McLemore Avenue]

•	 [bottom right: one of Stax’s biggest successes, Booker T. & the M. 
G.s]

•	 1971: Ardent Studios moves to its Madison Avenue location in 
Midtown, partly an effort by Stax to record rock and pop music [top 
left: the live recording room at Ardent]

•	 1972: one of Ardent’s successes, Big Star, releases their first record: 
#1 Record and Radio City [top right: photograph of the band]

•	 Heavily influenced by the writings of Baudelaire, the camera be-
comes a “tool” of the flâneur, most evident in the  development of 
street photography. As the heir of the nineteenth century flâneur, 
the street photographer is both detached from and a part of city 
life, allowing a perspective from which to observe and comment 
upon modern life.

•	 1905: Alfred Stieglitz helps found the “Little Galleries of the Photo-
Secession” after the successful formation of The Camera Club of 
New York 

•	 [top left: The Terminal taken by Stieglitz, 1893
•	 [top right: Old and New New York by Stieglitz, 1910]

•	 1921: Man Ray and Duchamp produce New York Dada;  Surrealist 
works juxtapose the strange with the everyday [top left: rayogram 
by Man Ray, 1923] 

•	 1924: Leica introduces the “candid camera” [top right: 35 mm 
Leica camera]

•	 1936: Eudora Welty shows her photographs for the WPA, taken in 
Mississippi in the early to mid-1930s, at a small gallery in New York 
City. [top left: The Rides, State Fair]

•	 1938: Walker Evans: American Photographs shown at the MOMA; 
first exhibition in this museum devoted to the work of a single pho-
tographer [top left: The Fields family, 1936]

•	 1940s: Eastman Kodak popularizes the dye transfer process fro 
graphic arts work, a method of making color prints before the in-
vention of color film, and derived from the methods used by Tech-
nicolor [top left: dye transfer Kodak ad from the late 1940s]

•	 1941: Walker Evans and James Agee publish Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men, a portrait of rural poverty in Hale County, Alabama 
during the Great Depression

•	 1930s - 1950s: era of the retrospectively-titled New York School, 
which included Diane Arbus, Richard Avedon, Helen Levitt, and 
Weegee. among others. [top right: photograph by Helen Levitt, 
New York, 1942]

•	 1952: Henri Cartier-Bresson publishes The Decisive Moment in the 
U. S. Bresson is considered a master of candid and street photogra-
phy; the photographer describes his work’s ethos: “To me, photogra-
phy is the simultaneous recognition, in a fraction of a second, of the 
significance of an event as well as of a precise organization of forms 
which give that event its proper expression.” [top left: Sunday on the 
Banks of the River Seine by Bresson, 1938]

•	 1958: Robert Frank publishes The Americans; Frank would later 
be characterized as a modern-day de Tocqueville, and his pub-
lished works as a significant break with the “old style” [top right: 
Trolley by Frank, New Orleans, 1955] •	 1980s: Music distribution moves out of the region. Stax Records is 

empty and abandoned [shown bottom row]. Ardent and Sun offer 
recording services to artists from outside the city in search of the 
nostalgia of the early days of rock ‘n’ roll.

•	 1990s: Stax Records is demolished, yet an historical marker stands 
in the now vacant lot  [shown bottom-left]. Ardent and Sun continue 
to offer recording services to artists from outside the city [shown at 
Sun, bottom-right].

•	 1990s: Eggleston continues to show and publish his work. Mono-
graphs include Faulkner’s Mississippi and Ancient and Modern. 
Eggleston wins the The Hasselblad Award. [both photographs 
from Faulkner’s Mississippi] 

•	 2000s: Eggleston continues to show and publish his work. Mono-
graphs include William Eggleston, Los Alamos, and 5 x 7

•	 2008: Democratic Camera, Eggleston retrospective at The Whitney
•	 2009: Eggleston publishes Paris [both photographs from the 
monograph]

•	 1980s: Eggleston continues to show and publish his work. Mono-
graphs include Troubled Waters, Southern Suite, and William Egg-
leston’s Graceland.

•	 1989: Eggleston publishes The Democratic Forest. Eudora Welty 
writes the introduction [both photographs from The Democratic For-
est]

•	 2013: At War with the Obvious, shows at the Met; the correspond-
ing publication describes Eggleston as “[modern color photogra-
phy’s] most prolific and influential exemplar.” The publication notes 
his photographs “have become touchstones for generations of art-
ists, musicians, and filmmakers from Nan Goldin to David Byrne, 
the Coen Brothers, and David Lynch.”

•	 2014: Eggleston’s At Zenith shows at the Gagosian Gallery [pho-
tographs from show]

•	 1976: William Eggleston’s Guide shows at the MOMA, organized 
by Szarkowski.  

•	 This exhibit is the museum’s first solo exhibition of color photo-
graphs. Later, critics see this show as a watershed moment in the 
history of photography, where color photography is accepted as 
art. [top left-right: from the show Black Bayou Plantation and Un-
titled, Tricycle, both c. 1970]

•	 1962: John Szarkowski becomes Director of the Department of 
Photography at the MOMA. [top left: Winesap from Barn by Szar-
kowski, 1997]

•	 1960s: Greatly influenced by Pop Art, Edward Ruscha documents 
the vernacular of Los Angeles [top right: maquette for Every Build-
ing on the Sunset Strip]

•	 1897-1927: flâneur and pioneer street photographer Eugène Atget 
sets out to photograph the streets of Old Paris before they are lost 
to modernization. 

•	 [top left: Eclipse, Paris taken by Atget, 1912]
•	 [top right: Avenue des Gobelins taken by Atget, 1927]

•	 1935: the famed “Amateur Night on Beale Street” begins at the 
Palace Theater, with host Nat D. Williams , a notable journalist, 
educator, and philanthropist; this rare refuge for the city’s African-
American population helps make stars of locals, including Rufus 
Thomas, B. B. King, and Bobby “Blue” Bland.

•	 [bottom left: ad for Nat D. Williams radio program]
•	 [bottom right: the Palace Theater, 1939]

•	 1909: W. C. Handy composes the “Memphis Blues,” considered 
the first blues song. Handy describes the blues has representa-
tive of “...the underprivileged but undaunted class from Missouri to 
the Gulf, ...a common medium through which any such individual 
might express his personal feeling in a sort of musical soliloquy.”

•	 [bottom left: Beale Street, 1906]
•	 [bottom right: W. C. Handy’s Memphis Orchestra, 1918]

•	 1926: the Memphis Jug Band is the first to make a commercial 
music recording in Memphis [pictured bottom left]

•	 1929: the Jimmie Lunceford Orchestra starts its professional ca-
reer on Beale [pictured bottom right]

•	 2010s: The music community in Memphis remains decentralized, 
without the major record labels or dense city center that encour-
aged it before. The original sites of the city’s musical history exist as 
opportunities for tourism [as on Beale Street and at Sun Studios], 
as opportunities for development [as at Stax - shown bottom-right], 
and as opportunities to continue music production on a smaller 
scale [as at Ardent - shown bottom-left].

•	 2000s: A group of philanthropists and former Stax employees form 
a foundation to use the former site of Stax and its legacy as a cata-
lyst to redevelop the surrounding area. The Stax Museum of Ameri-
can Soul Music, the Stax Music Academy, and the Soulsville Char-
ter School are built [pictured: bottom row]

“Memory had the character of 
spring. In some cases, it was 
the old wood that did the bloom-
ing. ...Memory lived not in ini-
tial possession but in the freed 
hands, pardoned and freed, 
and in the heart that can empty 
but fill again, in the patterns re-
stored by dreams.” Eudora Welty 
wins the Pulitzer Prize for The Opti-
mist’s Daughter, 1972

“The human being, unseen, remains the reason these photo-
graphs of place carry such power to move and disturb us -- and, 
by the end, somewhat hearten us. ...A clear spring rises some-
where on the home place, for the human strain begins there for 
Mr. Eggleston, and we see it in what follows: it turns into a river that 
runs through, or underneath, every place succeeding it. Whatever 
is done to block it or stop its flow, it surfaces again. Pure human 
nature provides itself in likely or unlikely places.”
Eudora Welty writes the Introduction to Eggleston’s The Democratic Forest, 1989

•	 The “Lost Cause” Years •	 Authors Mark Twain and Kate Chopin were instrumental in tak-
ing the focus of Southern writing away from a nostalgic memo-
rializing of the Confederate cause. With their depictions of the 
South’s social complexities and difficult histories,   Twain and 
Chopin left a legacy of Southern literature that was frank in its 
depictions of race and social inequalities and rooted in the in-
diosyncracies of place.

•	 Southern Renaissance
•	 The Southern Review founded by Robert Penn Warren and 

Cleanth Brooks
•	 Southern poetry under the Vanderbilt “Fugitives”
•	 Southern Agrarian movement
•	 William Faulkner, Katherine Anne Porter, Thomas Wolfe, Robert 

Penn Warren, and Tennessee Williams rise to reknown.

•	 To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee wins the Pulitzer Prize in 1960 
•	 Zora Neale Hurston, Sterling Allen Brown, Eudora Welty, Flannery 

O’Connor, Carson McCullers, and Truman Capote rise to reknown.

•	 John Kennedy Toole wins the Pulitzer Prize for A Confederacy of 
Dunces in 1981.


