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Dr. Miriam DeCosta-Willis, University of Memphis’ first Black
professor who was denied entrance in 1957, is remembered 

Memphis Tourism unveils ‘Roots of Memphis Music’
public art project outside FedExForum for Black History

home surrounded by family. She
was 86.  
After being denied entrance to
then-Memphis State University
in 1957, DeCosta-Willis went on
to become a Phi Beta Kappa

MEMPHIS, TN  (February 3,
2021) – Memphis Tourism, the
official destination marketing
organization for Memphis and
Shelby County, has unveiled a
public art campaign at FedExFo-
rum as part of Black History
Month. Titled “Roots of Mem-
phis Music,” twenty-four of the
round concrete bollards that sur-
round the public entry plaza and
Memphis Rock ‘n’ Soul Mu-
seum now feature art that honors
those who created the legendary
Memphis sound and drive the
new Memphis sound of today.
The twenty-four designs in total

MEMPHIS — Dr. Miriam De-
Costa-Willis (Sugarmon), the
University of Memphis’ first
Black professor, passed away
Thursday, January 7, 2021 at her

graduate of Wellesley College.
She earned her MA and PhD de-
grees from John Hopkins Uni-
versity, becoming one of the first
Blacks to do so at the school. In
1966, she became the first Black
professor at the UofM where she
taught Spanish, was the advisor
to the Black Student Association
and helped organize the Faculty
Forum. 

The UofM dedicated a historical
marker to honor DeCosta-Willis
on Dec. 14, 2020. The marker
will be placed in front of Jones
Hall just north of the Administra-
tion Building on the UofM cam-
pus. 

“We are forever grateful for the
remarkable courage, sacrifice
and service of Dr. DeCosta-
Willis over many years at the

University of Memphis,” said
UofM President M. David Rudd.
“There are moments in the his-
tory of every institution that
need to be memorialized. The
great courage of Dr. DeCosta-
Willis is one of those moments
that will forever be remembered
on our campus. On behalf of the
entire UofM community, I ex-
tend my deepest condolences to
her family.” 

Her forty-year career in acade-
mia also included teaching posi-
tions at Lemoyne-Owen,
Howard, George Mason and the
University of Maryland, Balti-
more County.  

A pioneer in the struggle for
racial and gender equality, she
organized a student protest in

high school, participated in the
Montgomery Bus Boycott, was
jailed during the Civil Rights
Movement, helped lead a boycott
of Memphis Public Schools and
joined protest marches in Wash-

ington, D.C. She was also the
first African American admitted
to Westover, a preparatory school
in Connecticut. 

A renowned writer, she authored
or edited fifteen books, including
"Notable Black Memphians" and
"Black Memphis Landmarks."
As an academic, DeCosta-Willis
chaired a department, directed a
graduate program, co-founded
the Memphis Black Writers’
Workshop, chaired the Tennessee
Humanities Council and organ-
ized the DuBois Honors Pro-
gram. 

In 1955, she married attorney
Russell B. Sugarmon, with
whom she had four children —
Tarik, Elena, Erika, and Monique
— and in 1972, she married At-

After being denied entrance
to then-Memphis State Uni-
versity in 1957, DeCosta-
Willis went on to become a
Phi Beta Kappa graduate of
Wellesley College. She
earned her MA and PhD de-
grees from John Hopkins
University, becoming one of
the first Blacks to do so at the
school.

“We are forever grateful for
the remarkable courage, sac-
rifice and service of Dr. De-
Costa-Willis over many years
at the University of Mem-
phis,” said UofM President
M. David Rudd. “There are
moments in the history of
every institution that need to
be memorialized. The great
courage of Dr. DeCosta-
Willis is one of those moments
that will forever be remem-
bered on our campus.

torney A. W. Willis, who prede-
ceased her. She is survived by her
four children, eight grandchil-
dren and seven great-grandchil-
dren. 

Due to the Pandemic, there was
a private graveside service for
immediate family. Instead of
flowers, donations may be sent to
the UofM Miriam DeCosta Sug-
armon Scholarship Fund at sup-
portum.memphis.edu/decostasch
olarship. 

celebrate the likes of W.C.
Handy, David Porter and Three 6
Mafia to locations such as Stax
Records and  Royal Studios. 
Memphis artists Mia Saine &
Toonky Berry crafted the eye-
popping art that surrounds
FedExForum plaza on busy B.B.
King Boulevard at Beale Street.
Mia Saine is a Memphis-native
illustrator and designer best
known for her polished yet play-
ful work and uplifting messages.
Her designs and illustrations pri-
marily consist of simplified
shapes, fun colors, and chalky
textures. Quantavious Worship,

also known as “Toonky Berry,”
is a Mississippi native and Mem-
phis-based artist. While earning
a major in illustration at Mem-
phis College of Art, he devel-
oped the style he calls
Toonkification, a combination of
surrealism, caricatures, and graf-
fiti.
The bright bollards also include
a QR Code that will take visitors
to dedicated landing pages on
MemphisTravel.com containing
background on the images de-
picted in the individual scenes,
and encourage people to explore
Memphis music landmarks and

attractions. In partnership with
the Memphis Rock ‘n’ Soul Mu-
seum, soul singer, songwriter and
executive director of the Mem-
phis Slim Collaboratory, Tonya
Dyson, worked with multimedia
journalist, DJ, and WYXR 91.7
Program Director, Jared “Jay B”
Boyd, to develop the informative
content found on the Memphis-
Travel.com website.
“The goal of this activation
launching during Black History
Month was to tell a visual story
of prominent figures and land-
marks that are connected to the
Memphis music legacy, along

with the music that is coming out
of our city today,” said Regena
Bearden, Chief Marketing Offi-
cer for Memphis Tourism. “Our
I Love Memphis murals across
the city have become a destina-
tion for visitors and locals alike.
For this project, we not only
wanted to create a public art
space to honor people and places
at the heart of the Memphis
sound but also educate and in-
form those who engage with the
art through scannable QR codes
on the bollards provide a wealth
of information.”

For more information 
on the University of
Memphis, detour to 

www.gotigersgo.com

“We are excited to celebrate
the history of black music
here in Memphis with our
partners at Memphis
Tourism,” said Anthony
Macri, Vice President of
Partnership Marketing for
the Memphis Grizzlies. “The
outdoor plaza in front of
FedExForum is a front porch
for the city, and featuring
these great musicians, mo-
ments and locations will add
richness to the experience of
millions of tourists and visi-
tors all year long.” Please see page 13


