
Memphis, Tennessee 209

MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE

Population Rank: U.S. ....  # 18
Tennessee ......  # 1

Proportions:  3:5 (official)

Adopted:  July 1963 (official)

DESIGN:  The flag of Memphis is divided horizontally into red over
blue segments with a vertical white segment in the hoist.  The white
area is angled:  it runs from about one-half of the length of the flag at
the top to about one-third of the length at the bottom.  Overlaying the
intersection of the three segments is a seal in gold with black lettering,
lines, and charges, forming a slightly rounded square.  The seal’s width
is one-half of the flag’s height.  At the center of the seal is a full-length
view of a steamboat with a paddlewheel and a very tall smokestack.  To
the  left of the smokestack is an oak leaf.  To the right of the smokestack
is a cogwheel (above the paddlewheel and of about the same size).
Below the paddlewheel is a cotton boll with its stem and two leaves
extending to the left.  Around the seal’s circumference appear
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MEMPHIS (top), SHELBY (left), COUNTY (right), and
TENNESSEE (base), all but the last word top-outward.  All of this is
enclosed in a final black line parallel to the first.  By ordinance the seal
is double-faced on the flag so that it reads correctly on both sides.

SYMBOLISM:  The line dividing the white portion from the red and blue
portions runs at an angle that is roughly equal to the angle at which the
Mississippi River runs along the boundary between west Tennessee and north-
ern Mississippi on the east, and Arkansas on the west.  The colored fields of
the flag, therefore, represent the geographic location of Memphis at the junc-
ture of those three states with the red representing Tennessee, the blue Missis-
sippi, and the white Arkansas.  (Devereaux Cannon, Flags of Tennessee
[Gretna, LA:  Pelican Publishing Co.]:  88-89).  The oak leaf refers to
Memphis as the hardwood capital of the world.  Industry is portrayed
by the cogwheel while the cotton boll reflects the importance of Mem-
phis as a major cotton market.  The steamboat represents the Missis-
sippi River and the significant port facilities in Memphis.

HOW SELECTED:  Adopted by the city commission.  Whether it was
part of a contest or simply on the initiative of the designer is not clear.

DESIGNER:  Albert Mallory III, then a student at the Memphis Acad-
emy of Arts.

MORE ABOUT THE FLAG:  The July 1963 ordinance of adoption
specifies white lettering and charges on the gold seal, but because these
colors contrast poorly, the city commission decided unofficially to use
black instead.  The ordinance was later codified as Section 1-7 of the
City Code of 1967.  The seal used on the flag was designed by A. L.
Aydelott and adopted 21 November 1962.

FORMER FLAG:  Memphis had an earlier design, consisting of the
earlier seal in gold on royal blue with Memphis, Tennessee also in gold
(with gold-colored braid).  It dates from sometime between 1931, when
the seal on which it was based was adopted, and 1963, when the new
flag was adopted.  The previous seal is described in its ordinance of
adoption:



Memphis, Tennessee 211

RM 

In the center of the design in bold
relief shall appear a large cotton
bale, upon the face of which shall
be set out a modern Mississippi
River steamboat, loaded with
cotton bales.  In the background
of such design, at the top, shall
be the tops of modern office
buildings; on the right-hand side
of the cotton bale shall appear a
park scene; and at the bottom of
the design and at the right-hand
side shall appear cars loaded with

logs; and at the left-hand side at the bottom shall appear the front of a
modern locomotive engine. … On either side of such seal, there shall be …
on the right-hand side a cotton plant, and on the left-hand side a spray of
rice.


