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Hooks Brothers Studio: Framing Memphis’s Black Sound

Organized by Memphis Art Museum
Curated by C. Rose Smith, Assistant Curator of Photography

Memphis, Tennessee, a city that gave rise to the blues, gospel, soul, and rock 'n’
roll, is also known for its enduring legacy in the fight for civil rights. The city has
long been a place where creativity and activism intersect, rhythm and resistance
thrive—where artists like B.B. King, Isaac Hayes, and Aretha Franklin found their
voice on the city’s famed Beale Street, and where the 1968 Sanitation Workers’
Strike and the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. galvanized a national
movement for labor and human rights. Amid the segregation and upheaval of the
early 20th century, a profound act of visual storytelling was unfolding behind the
camera. In 1907, brothers Henry and Robert Hooks Sr. founded the Hooks Brothers
Studio, which would become the most prominent Black commercial photography
business in Memphis by the end of its extraordinary 73-year operation in 1984.

Over the course of nearly eight decades, the Hooks Brothers, including the family’s
second generation of photographers—Charles, Julia, Henry, and Robert Hooks
Jr.—developed a rich and nuanced portrait of Black Memphis. They cultivated a
visual archive of nearly 100,000 photographs, documenting moments of everyday
joy, aspirational pride, and cultural transformation. Their work offers an expansive
and multifaceted view of Black identity, community, and creativity in the South.
Through their practice, they preserved the legacy of Black families, leaders,
educators, clergy, artists, musicians, and many others. Their photographs became
vessels of memory, resistance, and empowerment.

This exhibition presents twenty photographs from the Hooks Brothers collection,
offering a glimpse into the Memphis music scene between 1920 and 1979. The
Hooks Brothers Studio photographed a wide range of musical acts, from iconic
early figures like blues musician W. C. Handy, folk bands such as the Cannon Jug
Stompers, and orchestral ensembles like the Postal Letter Carriers. By the 1960s
and 1970s, Memphis had become a hub for gospel, funk, and soul, represented by
artists such as Al Green and groups like the Fantastic Sounds and the Bar Kays.
As performances filled the airwaves of WDIA, the first U.S. radio station dedicated
exclusively to a Black audience, and echoed through venues across the city, the
Hooks Brothers remained committed to documenting the dynamic and vibrant
culture of Black music in Memphis.



N
T
1o
i

Curatorial Message

SA HElEHA AREl op7o|EE S E2E
J2|1 23 HAlde %04':}25 zd 2t
MIAlSteh Mo A0 HFESHE Sele| &8 el 80'—._011
2 7|E5tHA, 052 OIDIII'— =82
Sl

F4E HoHICt olz2{st EE2 ==Y SQ.*OH
dES FAS & otL|2t, St K-E, R&B, &&=
OII23HE 0|FCE A4 AEZ|HEZA, EA HEIEHAE
AMRIE XMt "ol BIFEH =FZ AHE5HH, Y4t
a0t ARIHE S FHE 7|SCE

Ho
n
lo
N
I rio
ic]

Mo |
o

Ol

OH >

o

1o

Q

>

gﬂ
=
MO
fon
LA

Oloi=0d, SAof| Xetnt CHE
HOo{ECL 20A1|7|01| st=0| AtE|E X
Soll SRl BlFFo|Z ™
sS4 HajnA9 _’F_’é"% o= gl

Bi&[El ot=2|71A| n|=QlEe| Z2Hut =X

i

0
o

o

o

HI

R

ek

:Q
28 ke

44 02
lo
HU o
i

N m
o

E J0 O o
Do

In X
it}

E
_o
|'|I
]
1
9
ruIB
o
Ny
HU
i
o
v M
s0
rr
o

BB ARE0] oAl S0l A7) X128 FHSiT I8
0loF7|7} ZEE Wl 0| MHE R4l EICHs AUE

2Lt

The Hooks Brothers photography archive offers a
powerful lens into global music, civil rights, and cultural
identity. Documenting nearly 80 years of Black life in
Memphis, their images captured the rise of blues, soul,
and gospel, genres that have influenced modern global
music, including K-pop, R&B, and hip-hop in South
Korea. As visual storytellers, the Hooks Brothers used
photography as a democratic tool of resistance and
identity, preserving everyday life and the struggle for
civil rights.

Their work connects South Korean audiences to the
origins of influential sounds, while also reflecting
shared histories of resistance and the quest for
representation. Just as South Korea transitioned from
dictatorship to democracy during the 20th century,
through social resistance and cultural expression, the
Hooks Brothers’ portraits asserted dignity and visibility
for African Americans systematically excluded from
American democracy.

The Hooks Brothers challenge us to see democracy
not just as a government locale, but as a lived
experience grounded in visibility, voice, and cultural
memory. For artists, scholars, and music enthusiasts,
their work bridges cultures through the shared human
desire to be seen, heard, and remembered. The Hooks
Brothers remind us that democracy thrives through
storytelling, when ordinary people claim space in
history, and their stories are amplified, becoming global
legacies.

K-pop and Memphis Music
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Despite being on opposite sides of the globe, Seoul
and Memphis have more in common than meets the
eye. Popular music is a thread that binds the two cities.
While K-pop has arguably become South Korea’s most
influential cultural export over the past decade,
Memphis too has a long history of disseminating its
music around the globe during much of the twentieth
century. The Hooks Brothers Studio not only documented
Memphis’s music scene but were also influential in
crafting a certain look of a musical artist or group.
Recording studios and agencies would hire the studio
to take publicity photographs of musicians on their
rosters. With carefully coordinated costumes, complex
compositions, and meticulously styled hair, these
artists became known for their striking image as much
as their rich sound.



Hooks Brothers Studio Bio
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Henry A. Hooks Sr. (1881-1972) and Robert B. Hooks
Sr. 1890-1974) were pioneering African American
photographers and the founding brothers of Hooks
Brothers Studio, one of the longest-running Black-
owned commercial photography studios in the United
States.

Henry began his career in the late 1890s after
apprenticing under James P. and Charles Newton,
Memphis's first Black photographers. His younger
brother Robert followed in his footsteps, learning the
craft from Henry and beginning his own work in 1900.
The two formed a partnership in 1907, opening their
photography studio on Memphis’s historic Beale

Street—a cultural epicenter for Black life and creativity.

Specializing in portrait and commercial photography,
the Hooks Brothers photographed generations

of Black families, professionals, civic leaders, and
cultural figures, providing an essential visual record

of Memphis’s African American community through
the Jim Crow era and beyond. Their work gained a
reputation for excellence and dignity in representation
at a time when Black life was often ignored or
misrepresented in mainstream media.

As they built their families, Henry and Robert trained
their children in the business, transforming the studio
into a multigenerational enterprise. During the urban
redevelopment of Beale Street in the mid-20th
century, the second generation of Hooks Brothers
expanded the business, opening a studio in the 1950s
near Stax Records, Memphis's legendary soul music
label. Tragically, this studio was severely damaged by
fire and demolished in the 1980s, marking the end of
their commercial studio practice.
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Hooks Brothers Studio
W. C. Handy Theatre Marquee - Now on Stage The Dominoes Freddie Mitchell Orchestra
ca. 1950, 50.8 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Bynum Band at Church Park
ca. 1920-1930, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio

Lansky Bros. Men’s Shop, Mahalia Jackson on Marquee
ca. 1960, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Male Gospel Singers at W. C. Handy Theatre
ca. 1960, 50.8 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Billie Holiday at W. C. Handy Theatre
1951, 40.64 x50.8cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Isaac Hayes and Girlfriend, Mignon Harley
ca. 1950, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Musician Text

In 1951, jazz legend Billie Holiday performed with
Count Basie at the New Daisy Theatre in Memphis,
alongside eleven-year-old pianist Sugar Chile
Robinson during an intermission of MGM'’s movie
Right Cross. The sold-out concert marked
Memphis’s first major jazz showcase. Holiday was
renowned for her powerful 1939 protest song
Strange Fruit, which she used to challenge racism.
Performing it across the country, including in
Memphis, Holiday cemented her legacy as a
trailblazing artist who fused music with civil rights
activism.

Musician Text

Isaac Hayes was a transformative figure in
Memphis music and instrumental in cultivating the
Stax Records sound. As a songwriter, producer,
and performer, he shaped soul music with hits like
“Soul Man” and “Hold On, I'm Comin’,” co-written
with record producer and singer David Porter.
Hayes revolutionized R&B with his 1969 album

Hot Buttered Soul, blending orchestration, spoken
word, and extended grooves. His Academy Award-
winning 1971 hit “Theme from Shaft” brought global
acclaim. Deeply influential in soul, funk, and hip-hop,
Hayes remained rooted in Memphis.
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Count Basie
ca. 1950, 50.08 x64.96 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Nat D. Williams On-Air at WDIA
ca. 1950, 50.8 x40.684 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Rufus Thomas at WDIA
ca. 1950, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print



10

1"

°F 19504, 40.64x50.8cm, O}710|H A3X =Z2IE

Hooks Brothers Studio
Al Green
ca. 1950, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Minnie McCoy (Memphis Minnie)
1955, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Musician Text

Al Green, a soul music celebrity, helped define the
Memphis sound of the 1970s through his smooth
vocals and earnest lyrics. After signing with
Memphis-based Hi Records, led by producer Willie
Mitchell, Green recorded a string of timeless hits—
including “Let’s Stay Together” and “Tired of Being
Alone”—at Royal Studios in Memphis. His blend of
gospel, R&B, and soul captivated global audiences
and cemented his place in music history. Green’s
emotionally charged performances and spiritual
depth reflected the heart of Memphis soul. Later
becoming a pastor, he continued to influence both
secular and gospel music, embodying the city’s
deep musical and spiritual origins.

Musician Text

Minnie McCoy, known as Memphis Minnie, was a
leading blues guitarist, vocalist, and songwriter who
helped shape the Memphis music scene in the
early twentieth century. Born in Louisiana, she
moved to Memphis as a teenager, performing on
Beale Street and quickly earning a reputation for
her powerful voice and exceptional guitar skills.
One of the few female blues artists who became
famous in a male-dominated genre, she recorded
over 200 songs, including the 1929 country blues
classic “When the Levee Breaks,”which referenced
the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. Memphis
Minnie’s transitional sounds, from down-home
country to electric, lyrical storytelling, and musical
creativity, paved the way for twenty-first-century
blues and rock musicians.
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Hooks Brothers Studio
B. B. King and Lucille, His Guitar
ca. 1940, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
W. C. Handy
ca. 1940, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Toni Green
1974, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Nelson Diamond
1969, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio

Nelson Diamond & The Brotherhood
1969, 50.8 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print

Hooks Brothers Studio
Tuff Green and His Rocketeers
ca. 1940, 50.8 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
The New Breeds
1967, 40.64 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
The Original Five Blind Boys
ca. 1950, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
The Kisses
1967, 40.64 x50.8 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
The Stars of Faith
1976, 50.08 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio

The Steeper Four
1975, 50.08 x40.64 cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio

Duncan Sisters
1977, 40.64 x50.8cm, Archival inkjet print
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Hooks Brothers Studio
Fantastic Sounds
1978, 40.64 x50.8cm, Archival inkjet print
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All works in the exhibition are by the Hooks Brothers Studio and are exhibition copies.
The Hooks Brothers Studio Archive belongs to Rodney and Andrea Herrenton and
is a promised gift to the Memphis Art Museum and the National Civil Rights Museum.
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Memphis Art Museum
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https://www.memphisartmuseum.org/

In 2026, Memphis’ art museum will undergo a historic
transformation. Designed by Pritzker Prize-winning
architecture firm Herzog & de Meuron, the new
museum will feature spectacular vistas over the mighty
Mississippi River, reimagined galleries and education
studios, and a stunning rooftop garden filled with art.

The new museum will become the most important
cultural platform in the American South, elevating the
region’s reputation as a center of creativity and
innovation. This new museum will position Memphis as
a cultural capital within the United States.

Famous for its deep roots in music, civil rights history,
and Southern heritage, Memphis is already a
meaningful destination for many Korean travelers. With
the museum’s transformation, it's also becoming a
rising hub for contemporary art and global cultural
exchange.

Learn more about the new Memphis Art Museum here:
https://www.memphisartmuseum.org/
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Exhibition Soundtrack

Curated by the Memphis Listening Lab

MLL
Memphis
Listening
Lab

— QE|A 3|4, (A Change is Gonna Come»

— R oA EftA, (Walking the Dog - Mono»

— B2 T. & & M.G.’s, «<Chicken Pox>

— 2 121, (Let’s Stay Togethen

— gt 21, Tired of Being Alone»

&l0|A, Theme From “Shaft™

4l « Forgot To Be Your Loven

— O EZIAEIA, (n The Rainy

—HHE Z, «'ll Play the Blues For Yow

—&2|o| E o|AHA, sa]
d Can’t Afford to Do It (Take 3)

— i A O], «Me And My Chauffeur Blues»

—O.V. 2}0|E, (Let's Straighten It Out

—R.L. HAIO|E, «Jumper Hanging Out On the Line»

A, « Can’t Stand the Rain»

|, «<After Laughter (Comes Tears)

—HM|A 7}, These Ain’'t Raindrops»

—C AH[O|E A=, «'ll Take You There»

— &= YA, Black Cat Moan»

I & &, «Starting All Over Again

.B. Z, <Everyday | Have The Blues»

ofl A1 M of
|l 7hE ofut

AEI2IA(EgglestonWorks)

2lS TstH, AlAl =10 +=F29|

— Otis Redding, A Change is Gonna Come
— Rufus Thomas, Walking the Dog - Mono (o)
—Booker T. & the M.G.’s, Chicken Pox
— Al Green, Let’s Stay Together
— Al Green, Tired of Being Alone
—Isaac Hayes, Theme From “Shaft”
— William Bell, | Forgot To Be Your Lover
— The Dramatics, In The Rain
— Albert King, I'll Play the Blues For You
— Sleepy John Estes, Hammie Nixon,
I Can’t Afford to Do It (Take 3)
— Memphis Minnie, Me And My Chauffeur Blues
— 0. V. Wright, Let’s Straighten It Out
—R.L. Burnside, Jumper Hanging Out On the Line
— Ann Peebles, | Can’t Stand the Rain
—Wendy Rene, After Laughter (Comes Tears)
—dJames Carr, These Ain’t Raindrops
— The Staple Singers, ..I'll Take You There
—Don Nix, Black Cat Moan
—Mel & Tim, Starting All Over Again
—B.B. King, Everyday | Have The Blues

This music sounds best when played on EgglestonWorks
speakers, which provide the world’s finest listening experience
and are designed and built in Memphis, TN.
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EA HElOA ARC|L: Hooks Brothers Studio:
Hn|A B3 AL2E ARl 7|2 Framing Memphis’s Black Sound
3| Organized by

Mol A ojs2 Memphis Art Museum

=] In collaboration with

st E2stol=2# S| (ARKO) Arts Council Korea (ARKQ)
Fello|H Curated by

C.E= AQ|A C. Rose Smith

Al Rt 2 Exhibition advisory provided by
472t &7t Kira Kim, artist

E =& (Hola 2|Aad &) Jim Thompson, Memphis Listening Lab
C|xtel Design by

Z&ot Sylvie Kim

2|Z2l C|xtel Leaflet design by

= Jaeseong Keum

o] Translation by

QI7t5] Gahee In

=2 Special appreciation to

HIO|A O|=2 Memphis Art Museum

22 It2E Global Council Member

Z atztEl Marguerite Kymn Chang

MEMPHIS ARTMUSEUM
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