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[00:00:00] 

 

John Bass:  So working – you opened your studio in 1970 –  

 

Ulmer: And started pursuing commercial work.  I got portraits in the 

studio, and I got commercial stuff.  There was only, as far as I 

know, two other photographers, commercial photographers in 

[inaudible] doing ads and interiors and architectural, and they were 

old-timey, large format, not very spontaneous.  And I was, like, off 

the [inaudible]____.  I mean, I didn’t know anything about 

photography, which I guess is good, because I brought myself into 

my photography and nothing I learned.  And it’s just, I got a lot of 

[inaudible]____.  I got advertising agencies, Ploughplow, 

Maybelline, and Malmo A____ ____ advertising, Archer 

advertising, before Archer-Malmo ____ was together. 

 

[00:01:00] 

 

 And at the same time I was getting musicians, stacksStax. I’d shot 

some stuff for Staxstacks.  I did – you know, I got a little musical 

paid stuff. 

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: But I kept following musicians and shooting, and discovered 

drugs.  And my studio lasted two or three years. 

 

John Bass: Okay. 

 

Ulmer: And then I – but my photography has still lasted.  I’ve never been a 

good business manager, so.  I moved into an apartment, I and kept 

shooting.  I kept my clients.  I moved around a lot.  And one 

friend, Larry Block, told me that, you know, “No matter what you 

do, just make sure you have a phone working somewhere.”  

[Laughs] 

 

John Bass: That’s pretty good advice. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah.   

 

John Bass: You just mentioned you worked a little bit for stacks.  I’m just 

curious, what - ? 

 

Ulmer: I don’t remember exactly, but names – I have a bad memory for 

names. 
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[00:02:00] 

 

 I don’t even remember your name.  [Laughs] 

 

John Bass: ___ ___ _____ ’72, ’70 to ’72, I’m just trying to think of who 

would’ve –  

 

Ulmer: Well, I shot David Porter, and just different stuff. 

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: You'll have to go through my archives to find out for sure. 

 

John Bass: TSure, that’d be great.  So you continued photographing music as a 

passion, I guess, at that time? 

 

Ulmer: Yes, yeah, it definitely wasn’t a paying thing.  At the same time I 

was involved in political – democratic political things.  There was 

a professor at the University of Memphis, called Memphis State 

University at the time, running for congress against a republican, 

Kirkendall, that was – you know, he was, like, the old, you know, 

false front type stuff.  And Mike Osborne was running for 

congress, and I got involved in helping in the campaign. 

 

[00:03:00] 

 

 Because of my photography, I ended up being the photographer of 

the campaign.  And in doing so, I met a bunch of people, 

politicians and lawyers, local people, that I’ve become friends to 

this day – I became friends with, and they’re friends to this day.  

They’re Irvin Sawkey and Judge Russell Sugarmon Sherman and 

his lovely wife, Gina, and just on and on.  A lot of – Mark 

Flannigan, who was involved – some of these people were 

involved in the Beale Beetle Street Music Festival.  This was in the 

late ‘60s, so it was 10 years before the Beetle Street Music Festival 

started happening, or around that.  And – but I became friends with 

these people, and I was a photographer, and so I was handy 

forbecause of the festival. 

 

John Bass: If you don’t mind, let’s talk a little bit about how the festival came 

about, or –  

 

[00:04:00] 

 

Ulmer: I don’t know.   
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John Bass: You don’t know how it came about?  Was it - ? 

 

Ulmer: I mean, all I know is Irvin asked me to – he said, you know, “What 

can we do to get you” – you know, and I started shooting, and he 

bought the film, and still hasn’t been reimbursed for it.  [Laughs] 

 

John Bass: What was Beetle Beale Street like during that time? 

 

Ulmer: I wish I could show you. 

 

John Bass: Oh, yeah. 

 

Ulmer: [Laughs] I mean, I do have a picture here, but anyway, you can cut 

it in somewhere in this video tape. 

 

John Bass: Sure. 

 

Ulmer: But it was broken glass and pretty nasty.  As a matter of fact, I 

understand that, at one point, there was a fence around it and there 

was a sign: You are now crossing the world famous BealeBeetle 

Street.  But it was pretty – the only thing existing was the New 

Daisy Movie Theater, which is now a venue, and a few pawn 

shops, which I have pictures of, and the movie theater.  And I 

photographed BealeBeetle Street –  

 

[00:05:00] 

 

 before it got Disney World-like, and – or as architects say – what’s 

that place in Virginia that got restored?  It’s an architectural term 

using this place. 

 

Suzanne Bonefas: Colonial Williamsburg.   

 

Ulmer: Williamsburging, thank you.   

 

Suzanne Bonefas: Yeah. 

 

Ulmer: It was – that’s a [Inaubile]_____ term. 

 

Suzanne Bonefas: Yeah. 

 

Ulmer: Anyway, BealeBeetle Street was Williamsburged, and – but I did a 

lot of photography down there before it was Williamsburged, and 

that’s when the BealeBeetle Street Music Festival started getting 

put together.  I don’t think it was Williamsburged when the festival 

happened, was it? 
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John Bass: No, I don’t think it was.   

 

Ulmer: It was in the ‘80s that the development started, so it was very 

interesting having this big festival, amazing festival, and I was in 

hog heaven.   

 

[00:06:00] 

 

And there was, like, people I’d never heard of playing, and I was 

photographing them all.  I was on the stage, backstage, in the tent 

where they all were hanging out.  It was an experience.  It taught 

me about shooting music, I’ll tell you that.  And got to know a lot 

of musicians, a lot of wonderful, fine, talented, sweet musicians. 

 

Begin Segment 2: [00:06:27] 

 

John Bass: Who were some of the ones, specifically, from that festival?  Any 

___ ___ ___ ____?Just start naming any. 

 

Ulmer: Just get that program –  

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: And I’ll tell you. All of them, on that program, and I got to know 

them all, everybody from Phineas Newborn, Jr. to Harrold 

MayburnHarold Mabern.  I named two piano players. [Laughs] 

 

John Bass: That’s good. 

 

Ulmer: Well, I love piano.   

 

John Bass: And those are two – well, Memphis is a jazz piano town, so. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, it is.  Yeah.   

 

John Bass: Even today with [Inaudible]___ ___ _____ ____ Miller and all 

those guys. 

 

[00:07:00] 

 

 But you mentioned two jazz people, so why don’t – the festival, 

I’ll tell you from a – as a jazz musician who’s moved here within 

the last ten years, the festival sort of – the mystique and the 

lore____ of that festival, just because of who was on it, with 

George Coleman and Phineas and Mabernayburn, did it feel - ? 
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Ulmer: I know them all.  I shot them, everybody I namedin _____. 

 

John Bass: Did it feel like something special at the time, or - ? 

 

Ulmer: Oh, yeah, yeah, it was amazing.  There was a magic, and the food 

was great, too. 

 

John Bass: Yeah. 

 

Ulmer: There was one cart of food, some people who were, like, selling 

off of one of those things, they were selling something that I’d 

never had, itthat was some Russians, recent immigrants, Jewish 

immigrants from Kiev, and they were selling pierogis.  I’d never – 

they were good, though.  And it was, like, the whole family 

involved in this little cart, and I got to know them all.  And they 

ended up opening a –  

 

[00:08:00] 

 

 Russian restaurant in downtown Memphis, and a bakery; Samovar, 

Café Samovar, which is – was very successful.  Then they moved 

to Union, and they retired recently, in the last five years I think.  I 

understand they’re in Florida. [Laughs] 

 

John Bass: What – was it – the thing I’m curious about is how well attended 

was the music festival? 

 

Ulmer: You know, I –  

 

John Bass: Or were you too busy just shooting to notice___ ___ ___ ____? 

 

Ulmer: I was so busy. There’s a lot that I missed, but it seemed like major. 

 

John Bass: So it seemed like a big deal at the time, yeah? 

 

Ulmer: Yeah.  Although, there are shots that I look at of mine that – great 

musicians on stage, and I’m shooting the audience from a distance, 

shooting the stage from a distance with the audience and the 

peabodies in the background. 

 

[00:09:00] 

 

 And the audience doesn’t seem real big, sometimes, in these shots, 

but they’re dancing.  It’s – it was well appreciated by whoever was 

there, I’ll tell you that.  And it’s a miracle, I mean, you know – 
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Irvin Sawkey and Mark Flannigan should be commended for doing 

for Memphis what they did, even though the Beetle Beale Street 

Music Festival got Williamsburged. 

 

John Bass: That – well, you bring up a point, that – because again, this early 

festival is, you know, probably for a variety of reasons, is different 

than what the Bealeeetle Street Music Festival is today, I’d say. 

 

Ulmer: I think so, yeah. 

 

John Bass: Is it – was it just – to your knowledge, the people that they knew 

were the local people, or was it an attempt to really highlight and 

celebrate the music from people from this area? 

 

Ulmer: I think it had more of a, you know –  

 

[00:10:00] 

 

 intellectual approach to the music, and Memphis music, although 

there were some out-of-towners that were coming to this –  

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: These first few blues festivals that were great people.  But then I 

think it became a money thing.   

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: Because it wasn’t a big money maker.  I mean, most people didn’t 

follow these – Gus Cannon, and Little Laura Dukes___ Dukes and 

people like that.  I need some morewater. 

 

John Bass: Okay. 

 

Ulmer: Excuse me. 

 

John Bass: No problem. 

 

Ulmer: Sorry.  I should’ve had it in my hand, but I got cottonmouth.   

 

John Bass: Looking at the arrangement of the festival, and I think it’s a great 

model, is you have the – I’m not sure what the first section was 

called, but the one with more of the R&B and the rock –  

 

[00:11:00] 
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 and then you had the gospel portion of it. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, that was good having different venues for the different styles 

of music.   

 

John Bass: And then, of course, the jazz one which we’ve talked about a little 

bit.   

 

Begin Segment 3: [00:11:12] 

 

John Bass: Was – did the – you mentioned a historic sort of feel to it.  Did that 

– did even the R&B section feel like that? 

 

Ulmer: I don’t remember. 

 

John Bass: The people were, like – I mean, I know B.B. King was on that first 

part of the [Inaudible].___ _____. 

 

Ulmer: Oh, yeah, of course. 

 

John Bass: And people like ____ ____Mud Boy and the Neutrons, or –  

 

Ulmer: There was an appreciation for all these local musicians, even – in 

every venue at the Bealeetle Street Music Festival. 

 

John Bass: So what were – who were your favorite artists to shoot? 

 

Ulmer: I really loved Harold Marburn’s Mabern’s work, but –  

 

[00:12:00] 

 

 again, I’m – you know, piano, I like piano. 

 

John Bass: Right. 

 

Ulmer: But of course, I have an affection – I had an affection for ____ 

Furry and Phineas Newborn Jr. I knew them personally, so I got to 

know a lot of people, shot them all.  I mean, I can’t say favorites, 

because they were all great.  I mean, it was amazing.  I don’t know 

who picked them. I guess Irvin and other people, but Irvin has an 

amazing knowledge of music.  He and I have traveled.  I mean, we 

went to Boston, to Harvard once, with some tapes of Phineas 

Newborn Jr. that he wanted to play for the chair of the electronic 

music division. I forget this man’s name, a Japanese dude –  

 

[00:13:00] 
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 That – Cherpnin or something – and that was an experience, 

coming into this guy’s office in Harvard.  Irvin would take me, 

often, because of the camera, to a lot of things like that, and I saw 

this poster in this office that was obviously a handmade 

photograph large poster, about the size of this reflector here, and it 

was black and white with a touch of yellow, that said, “Happy 

Birthday John Cage.”  And the way it was done was beautifully. 

And I had been a fan of John Cage, because before I ever moved to 

Memphis, I had been at the agricultural barns where there was a 

concert of John Cage’s music.  You know how John Cage did, put 

mikes everywhere –  

 

[00:14:00] 

 

 in stalls of geese and cows, and had friends with instruments 

playing, and he had all these different microphones and mixes, and 

he had headphones, and he was spontaneously, you know, turning 

on mikes and turning them off so that you – what you heard was 

his interpretation of everything that was going on at the moment.  

And so, this was interesting, that this guy had the poster.  I said, 

“This is amazing.  I love that poster.”  He says – I asked him, I 

said, “Do you have” – I’m – I don’t know, I just have a lot of 

chutzpah – but I asked him if he had an extra copy, and he did, and 

he gave it to me, and I have it hanging in my living room. 

 

John Bass: Wow. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, I know, because it was printed on an antique press in the 

basement of the journalism department at Harvard, and it’s –  

 

[00:15:00] 

 

 an amazing old process.  It’s an empty store window, and they put 

masking tape on the window to spell out: Happy Birthday John 

Cage.”  And then the sun hit it, and instead of photographing the 

actual masking tape, they photographed the silhouette against the 

background in this empty window of: Happy Birthday John Cage, 

and on the floor in this window – nothing else was in this window, 

it’s a storefront – was an oil can, this weird little oil can, which 

they hand colored yellow, and that was the only color presence in 

that photograph.  So it’s a special photograph.  Actually, at a point 

prior to that, I had gone to Boston about a year or two before this 

trip to the Harvard –  

 

[00:16:00] 
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 and lived there for six months.  I travel a lot.  And at a point, I 

don’t know how, I knew somebody that who knew somebody, but 

I ended up at the Brown Theater at Harvard, where John Cage was 

having a concert celebrating the bicentennial.  It was 1976, because 

it was the bicentennial, and this was a celebration of – who’s that 

author that wrote about the pond and he was from Canada?  The 

Poet?  Anyway, I’ll think of it.  It’s my random memory. 

 

John Bass: Sure, sure. 

 

Ulmer: Random access, I call it now.  [Laughs]  This was an amazing 

concert.  It was, again, John Cage’s way of doing things.  It was at 

the Brown Theater.  I don’t know if you've ever been there or not, 

but –  

 

John Bass: No, but I’ve heard of it. 

 

Ulmer: But he put speakers all the way around. 

 

[00:17:00] 

 

 And he had a lot of pre-recorded stuff, and then he had friends on 

stage, of which one of them was the guy who I knew that brought 

me to this concert.   

 

Begin Segment 4: [00:17:12] 

 

Ulmer: And – Thoreau. 

 

John Bass: Thoreau, yeah, that’s right. 

 

Ulmer: Was the poet from Canada that – this was, like, in honor of 

Thoreau, this particular concert.  And there was a thunderstorm at 

one point during this concert, and you could hear the lightning and 

everything from – I mean, the thunder, from all around you, and 

there was flashing lightning.  And on a screen, there was this long, 

horizontal screen above the stage, and there were lights flashing on 

it, and it would look like lightning bolts.  And after a few minutes 

you saw that those lightning bolts were, in fact, Thoreau’s 

signature against a black background. That was the lightning bolts.  

It was brilliant! 

 

[00:18:00] 
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 It was a great concert, a ping pong ball bouncing all the way 

around the room at one point.  The thunderstorm started with a 

light drizzle and it built to a thunderstorm that you heard the 

raindrops falling all around.  It was, like, you know, an hour and a 

half, two hour concert that was one of those memorable events. 

 

John Bass: Yeah, sounds like it.  That’s amazing. 

 

Ulmer: That was before I met with Irvin at this Harvard professor’s – so I 

think that’s why he gave me the poster, because I had two, you 

know, experiences with John Cage’s music.  I mean, John Cage is 

not the kind of music that you can play a record of, or you know, 

play on your iTunes, because it’s not something that – you have to 

experience it. 

 

John Bass: Right, right, exactly. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, exactly. 

 

John Bass: Wow, that’s great. 

 

Ulmer: So Irvin has been quite an influence –  

 

[00:19:00] 

 

 on my life, in both my knowledge of music and exposing me to a 

lot of blues and jazz.  

 

John Bass: What did this professor say when you played Phineas for him?  

You mentioned that’s why you went on the trip. 

 

Ulmer: I know.  He listened.  I don’t know.  I don’t remember.   

 

John Bass: So if Phineas, from stories I’ve heard –  

 

Ulmer: I was, like, with my mouth hanging open the whole time.  

[Laughs] 

 

John Bass: Yeah, I think Phineas, from stories I’ve heard, was somebody you 

need to experience as well as just hear, so. 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, yeah, that’s true, that’s true.  I have a lot of Phineas’ music, 

and it was better live.  Of course, most music’s better live, but 

there’s a lot of music that you can really appreciate in recordings. 

 

John Bass: During the festival –  
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[00:20:00] 

 

 speaking of Phineas, was – I know people who were sort of in the 

know appreciated him, but is there a sense that he was the – you 

know, the statesman of jazz, but the main figure of Memphis jazz 

at that time? 

 

Ulmer: I don’t know, but I don’t think so. 

 

John Bass: Yeah? 

 

Ulmer: Because I’ve – I don’t know, I’ve asked a lot of people, you know, 

what they think of Junior’s music, and a lot of people just don’t 

know who he is. 

 

John Bass: Don’t know. 

 

Ulmer: I mean, I’m talking about Memphians as well as all over the world.  

I mean, it amazed me, because you know, he was one of my 

heroes. 

 

John Bass: Yeah, and he wasn’t –  

 

Ulmer: But he wasn’t commercially popular, because he wasn’t 

commercial.  He was his own person.  He was like Bill Eggleston 

on the piano, but Bill Eggleston plays beautiful Chopin, I might 

add. But –  

 

[00:21:00] 

 

 he was like that, that kind of music, that kind of art, that just the 

man in the street doesn’t appreciate.  I think that a lot of people 

have trouble with Eggleston’s work, you know, that – people that 

are mediocre anyway, so who cares?  [Laughs]  And that’s – I 

think Junior was the same way, just – he didn’t deal with the 

obvious. 

 

John Bass: And he was around a lot.  I mean, he was always – I mean, from 

stories I’ve heard, he was always playing here, playing there.  He 

was, you know –  

 

Ulmer: Oh, yeah.  Well, yeah.  Irvin was seeing to it that he was playing 

everywhere. 

 

John Bass: Right. 
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Ulmer: He even played the Montreuxtreaux Jazz Fest on that great big 

piano.   

 

John Bass: Yeah. 

 

Ulmer: What’s it called? 

 

John Bass: Oh, the – it’s German.  Bosendorfer?   

 

Ulmer: Bosendorfer, yes. 

 

John Bass: Bosendorfer, yeah.   

 

Ulmer: You have a good knowledge of music.  You are definitely a 

musical –  

 

[00:22:00] 

 

 historian, aren’t you? 

 

John Bass: I try.  I try to be.  It’s what – that hat still fits sometimes, so.  But I 

would like to have heardr Phineas on a Bosendorfer.  I bet that was 

something –  

 

Ulmer: Well, Irvin has the video. 

 

John Bass: Yeah?   

 

[Crosstalk] 

 

Ulmer: I’ll tell you, that’s something worth seeing.   

 

Begin Segment 5: [00:22:20] 

 

John Bass: After the festival, was it a feeling around town that something was 

created?  I mean, I know it continues, but –  

 

Ulmer: Don’t know. 

 

John Bass: Yeah? 

 

Ulmer: I mean, I was in the small circle of people that created, and so we 

were hot on it___ ____. 
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John Bass: Right.  What – in the years right after that, did you work on any of 

those, or - ? 

 

Ulmer: The other Bealeetle Street Music Festivals? 

 

John Bass: Or was that the main one you worked on? 

 

Ulmer: Well, wasn’t there, like, two or three in a row that Irvin and Mark 

were involved in?  I shot all of those. 

 

John Bass: You shot all of those? 

 

Ulmer: Yeah. 

 

John Bass: Okay.   

 

Ulmer: But after that I went to them, you know –  

 

[00:23:00] 

 

 I sort of – Joan Baez, Bob Dillan, and those, and you know, yada, 

yada, yada, but I’m not sure I – yeah, I did.  I photographed a lot of 

them, just on my own.  I was not part of the official – although I 

did have – I’ve always had a press pass, and I can go places where 

no man has ever been before.  [Laughs] 

 

John Bass: That’s great.  The –  

 

Ulmer: That was moxy.   

 

John Bass: Yeah.  [Laughs] ___ _____ _____ ___That was the important part  

right.  I guess – I mean, you mentioned that it was all great, and 

that’s – you know, that was is the Cajun occasion of us, you know, 

___ ____ ____getting to meet and talk a little bit.  What – can you 

talk about, I guess, the gospel?  I know – because I know Al Green 

did gospel up there, and did you photograph that, too, or - ? 

 

Ulmer: Yeah, I did.  I photographed some of the gospel music, and Al 

Green, you know –  

 

[00:24:00] 

 

 who was amazing, wasn’t he?   

 

John Bass: And Carla Thomas was one. 
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Ulmer: I didn’t know much about – yeah, Carla, yeah, I got to know her.  

I’ve been to – I was at Rufus’ house for one of his wedding 

anniversaries atin that period of time.  Yeah, I knew that whole 

family, shot them – you know, shot them with the camera.  And I 

remember once – you know, I’ve never been a fan of religion, and 

so gospel was, like – I didn’t appreciate it until I heard some of 

these people doing it, her and Rufus.  And I remember once, Bill 

Egg and I were down on North Main, up on North Main at a place 

called 341.  It was an old juke joint that – this was probably back 

in the ‘80s.  And we were just walking around downtown.  We 

wandered into that conference center.  What’s it called?   

 

[00:25:00] 

 

 The theater.  It’s a venue.  It’s the big one, concrete – the 

convention center. 

 

John Bass: Oh, yeah, the Cook Convention Center. 

 

Ulmer: Cook!  We wandered into Cook, and there was gospel going on.  

And we sat in the back and listened to that for a long time, and it 

was, like – it was interesting.  That was, you know, something to 

do.  And it was – it movesd you.  Gospel moves you. 

 

John Bass: When they – you know, a lot of research has been shown – so the 

development of the blues and the development of gospel, I mean, 

they’re –  

 

Ulmer: Well, yeah, of course. 

 

John Bass: ___ ___ ____And they were developed in a lot of the same 

area_____, so. 

 

Ulmer: Okay. 

 

[End of Audio] 


