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Caption: Throughout the park, regionally-
specific plant species provide shade and beauty 
for people as well as critical habitat for wildlife.
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Caption: The park’s overall design is organized 
into a series of programmatic zones that mimic 
the dynamic hydrology and sediment flows of 
the Mississippi River.
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Caption: New entrances tie into a city-wide 
network of riverfront trails, creating direct 
connections to key civic assets and institutions 
in Memphis.
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Caption: The park’s program incorporates 
the input of Memphians from across the city. 
New structures are designed to support their 
ambitions and favorite activities, and flexibly 
accommodate a range of uses.
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Caption: The new Tom Lee Park catalyzes the 
reunification of river and city by transforming 
a significant piece of the riverfront into a 
signature park where community life can 
flourish along the water’s edge. 
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Tom Lee Park

“Come to the River”

Memphis, TN
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CALLING MEMPHIANS TO THE MISSISSIPPI
The city of Memphis is located on a great 
bluff that rises above the Mississippi River. 
Since the early 19th century, its riverfront 
has largely been used as a working yard 
for industry and transport, cluttered with 
terminal buildings, grain elevators, and 
barges that obstructed the public from 
directly accessing the river.

Today, as Memphians embrace a renewed 
relationship with the Mississippi, the new 
Tom Lee Park catalyzes the reunification of 
river and city by transforming a significant 
piece of the riverfront into a signature park 
where community life can flourish along the 
water’s edge.
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ANIMATING THE MISSISSIPPI
The park is organized into four programmatic zones that mimic 
the dynamic hydrology of the river, weaving together circulation 
and topography into spaces that showcase hardy riparian 
ecosystems. The Civic Gateway welcomes visitors from Beale 
Street and Vance Park at the north end; an Active Core offers 
space for lively and flexible activities; the Community Batture 
provides shade and elevated views of the river; and the Habitat 
Terraces introduce a more intimate experience of the landscape.

Civic Gateway Active Core Community Batture Habitat Terraces
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Civic Gateway Active Core Community Batture Habitat Terraces
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Civic Gateway Active Core Community Batture Habitat Terraces
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Civic Gateway Active Core Community Batture Habitat Terraces
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Civic Gateway Active Core Community Batture Habitat Terraces
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SUNSET CANOPY
New structures emerge from the landscape 
to flexibly accommodate a range of uses—
sports and fitness, outdoor education, 
community dinners, and concerts, to name 
just a few.

Sunset Canopy is named in memory Tyre 
Nichols, a young Memphian who loved 
photographing sunsets and bridges over the 
Mississippi River. 
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A MONUMENT TO LISTENING
In 1925, Tom Lee risked his life to save 32 
passengers from a capsized steamboat, 
showing compassion and selflessness in the 
segregated South.

The park integrates newly commissioned, 
permanent public art installations. A 
Monument to Listening, by Theaster Gates, 
honors Tom Lee’s legacy and demonstrates 
one of the ways how equity and belonging 
were woven into the park design. 

“Tom Lee is a real 
Memphis hero who 
would be remembered 
throughout time.

Remembered every time we 
visit this park.

A park that breathes life 
into the community,

like the love that pours from 
Tom Lee’s precious heart.”

— Excerpt from “Tom Lee Park,” 
a spoken word poem by J. Ivy

commissioned by the Park
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DEMOCRATIC EXPERIMENT, EXPANDED
The surface beneath the Sunset Canopy 
is painted with a mural by artist James 
Little, who was born and raised in 
Memphis. The mural scales up Little’s 
painting, Democratic Experiment, 2017 and 
creates a vibrant backdrop for the many 
activities hosted beneath the Canopy, from 
basketball and yoga to performances and 
community gatherings.
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A HOME FOR POLLINATORS
Throughout the park, regionally-specific 
plant species provide shade and beauty for 
people as well as critical habitat for wildlife. 
Well-adapted to life at the Mississippi’s 
edge, these trees, shrubs, and other plants 
make the park a resilient and ever-changing 
place that marks the passage of the 
seasons—a peaceful spot within the city for 
Memphians to reconnect with each other 
and nature’s rhythms.
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INCLUSIVE PLACEMAKING
Tom Lee Park has been celebrated and 
cited as a national model for inclusive 
placemaking and innovative ecological 
regeneration. The park’s program 
incorporates the ideas and input of 
Memphians from across the city, drawn from 
conversations and workshops with local 
organizations and individuals, and a survey 
completed by more than 4,000 Memphians.

The project inspired the creation of the 
Youth Design Leadership program (YDL), 
which leverages and develops the unique 
skills, assets, and perspectives of middle 
and high-school age students by embedding 
them in the design process. Combining 
workshop-style education sessions with 
immersive professional practice experiences, 
YDL engaged participants by inviting them 
to work side-by-side with the design team 
members. Unlike other youth design 
education programs, YDL introduces design 
ideas and skills through actual, developing 
projects, instead of through hypothetical 
exercises—creating a radical new model for 
inclusivity and authentic engagement for 
civic projects. 
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“Tom Lee Park today is a living embodiment of a 
widespread commitment in Memphis to building 

a stronger, more inclusive Memphis for all.“
— “Inclusive Placemaking,” Bloomberg Center for Public Innovation
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ACCESS FOR ALL
The new entrances tie into a city-wide network of riverfront walking 
and biking trails, creating direct connections to key civic assets and 
institutions in Downtown Memphis such as the National Civil Rights 
Museum and the future home of the Brooks Museum of Art.
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