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ABSTRACT 

      

 

This thesis examines, analyzes, and discusses the subjects of history, sociocultural 

phenomena, and city planning as they pertain to the historic preservation of three 

iconic recording studios located in the Music Row neighborhood of Nashville, 

Tennessee.  In order to facilitate this, each building’s material and sociocultural 

histories are explored and presented in articulation of the author’s assertion that the 

wealth of each building’s worthiness for preservation is largely intangible, and seated 

within the public’s consciousness, where it resides in a significance that is comprised 

of musical and music-related historic events.  In support of this assertion, this thesis 

also reports on the 2014-2015 preservation struggle for RCA Studio A, where the 

history of intangible wealth—in the form of country music—captured the imagination 

and emotions of the public, thereby swaying and uniting them in common purpose and 

perspective in an arc of controversy, activism, philanthropy, and city planning.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Within the buildings of Nashville’s Music Row district lie profound intersections of time, 

place, and meaning.  On Music Row, sociocultural rivers of memory, identity, and music 

flow into one another and create a distinctive style of “architecture.” The buildings that this 

study is primarily concerned with are historic recording studios whose identity and defining 

characteristics are most closely associated with the “Nashville Sound” genre of country 

music.  

 

 Many of the buildings that house Music Row’s historic recording studios are of a largely 

unremarkable mid-century design, which is most obviously recognized by its reliance on 

concrete blocks, aluminum, steel, and glass as building materials that are arranged in 

rectilinear configurations.  Aside from this, there is little or no stylistic cohesion or 

unifying esthetic for these buildings.   Rather, Nashville’s Music Row should be 

understood as a collection of buildings of commonplace and unexceptional construction 

typical of their period.  More important than the physical architecture of these buildings is 

the sociocultural history of the place and the qualities thereof, which are imbued upon the 

buildings via the collective and individual memories of the events that transpired within 

them, profoundly changing the world outside.   
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Nashville’s Music Row also includes a number of nineteenth-century buildings that are 

best appreciated for their visual character in juxtaposition with neighboring twentieth-

century buildings that, while not possessing nearly the same degree of distinctive esthetic 

expressions, are nonetheless sites of incredible artistic, sociocultural, and commercial 

transformations that changed the course of United States culture.  Indeed, it was from 

Nashville that the ascension of country music —from a regional folk art, to commercial 

behemoth, and finally to a national treasure— took place.   

 

 There are three main threads that run through this thesis.  First, it provides an example of 

how one might go about the process of creating a comprehensive scope through which to 

examine resources for which intangible wealth as manifested through history and culture—

rather than physical architecture and building materials—contains the primary criteria for 

significance.  Second, it provides an historical and cultural study of the location in 

question.  To present a balanced study of each property, the physical, followed by 

sociocultural histories are provided for each of the featured buildings. Third, this thesis tells 

a story of the ongoing preservation struggle in the Music Row district, an area that has 

recently come under the encroaching pressure of expanding development and threat of 

demolition.  Accounts of the activism that has saved some of these historic sites will also 

be presented and analyzed.  Then, the thesis addresses the challenges for historic 

preservation planning when the character-defining features of a building or district are 

social and cultural histories as opposed to the physical craftsmanship and building 

materials.  This discussion happens in the context of the booming economy of the 2010s in 
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Nashville, mixed-use zoning, and proximity to the city center that has created a demand for 

redevelopment. 

 

With respect to this dilemma, the following questions emerge, and will be addressed in this 

work: 

 

• How do grassroots preservation efforts gain persuasive audience with city 

governments?  

• What is the chain of events that lead to a “critical mass” of public concern?  

• What must be done to establish significance for an esthetically unremarkable 

building to prove its worthiness of preservation? 

 

 With respect to the last question, this study—by examining the preservation circumstances 

and policies present within the history of each of the properties it profiles— addresses the 

problem of evaluating the significance of mid-century buildings in the United States, a 

profusion of which are now eligible or imminently eligible for nomination to the National 

Register of Historic Places.  

 

When considering the information presented in this work, the author asks those who read it 

to acknowledge the agrarian roots of country music.  Country music as an art form 

spawned the industry that created Music Row, which contains a legacy of historic events 

that trace the socioeconomic arc of country music, which was—at its inception—a 

provincial or folk-art form.  Similarly, in understanding the history of Music Row, one may 
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observe its commercial and architectural evolution in relationship to country music as an 

art form; from social and cultural marginalization by urban hegemony, through to a broader 

commercial and popular embrace by the very establishment that originally marginalized it. 

In this respect, this study argues—by way of the history of Music Row’s iconic recording 

studios—that  “the country” came to the “big city” and became an inextricable part of the 

big city’s identity.1  Although the socioeconomic phenomenon of a rural-urban 

adaption/adoption pattern has happened many other times in the course of American 

history (e.g., community gardens), the author will demonstrate that what happened with 

country music in mid-century Nashville is a peerless example of the phenomenon.  

 

Although this thesis focuses on three particular properties2 within the area, it must be noted 

that Music Row, as a whole, is sui generis.  It is both a business center and a cultural 

district.  While other American cities boast or have boasted robust centers of music 

production (Detroit, Los Angeles, and New York to name but a few), none possesses such 

an enduring, clustered group of music-based businesses in one distinct area within a city.  

In other cities, similar businesses are spread out citywide in more of a diffuse geographic 

relationship.  Music Row is the one place that was specifically developed to offer “one-

stop-shopping” for a spectrum of music industry-related phenomena, including, within its 

boundaries and immediate vicinity: recording studios, record companies, publishers, 

managerial and legal representation, record pressing plants, radio stations, musical 

instrument repair, and even various associations for songwriters and musicians.  To further 

anchor the district as a music industry capital, the offices of the “big three” American 
                                                
1  If not the entirety of the nation. 
2 Other extant sites, such as Ocean Way Studios have their own rich histories. Many others, however, have 
been lost to demolition. 
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performance rights organizations—ASCAP, BMI, and SESAC—are located there.3  

Consequently, Nashville’s Music Row is an unparalleled, concentrated epicenter of 

American music-related history, lived/shared memories, and cultural dynamism.  

 

The information in this study was collected from a variety of sources.  Primary were 

historical accounts culled from books, magazines, newspapers, and archival resources 

including : the Davidson County Public Library, the Tennessee State Library & Archives, 

and Cornell University Library.  Of special mention are the indispensably helpful forms 

and documents in the National Register of Historic Places and Library of Congress.  Of 

particular help in tracking changes and purposes in Music Row’s buildings were the 

Davidson County Public Library’s collections and those of the Tennessee State Library & 

Archives; particularly their collection of Sanborn maps and historic photographs.  A large 

number of research sources were culled from the Internet.  The sizable and invaluable 

portion of the project’s research as provided by web-based sources genuinely surprised the 

author.  Further informing this study, are the findings of the author’s fieldwork in 

Nashville.  In July and December of 2015, the author traveled to Nashville and interviewed 

several key figures within the preservation struggle for Music Row.  This group of 

individuals includes (in no particular order): Tim Walker, Executive Director of the 

Nashville Metro Historic Commission; Carolyn Brackett, Senior Field Officer for the 

National Trust for Historic Preservation; Robbie Jones, Senior Historian/Branch Manager 

of New South Associates, Inc.; Don Cusic, Curb Professor of Music Industry History at 

Belmont University; and Michael Janas, Director of Belmont University’s Quonset Hut and 

                                                
3 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016.  7.  PDF. 
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Columbia Studio A Recording Studios Classrooms. Additionally, the author photographed 

several buildings on Music Row, while inspecting them to better facilitate their description.  

In its totality, this study is a mixture of primary and secondary research that employs 

architectural, historical, and sociocultural lines of inquiry and description to achieve its 

aims.    

 

 Chapter One explores the social, economic, and physical roots of the neighborhood.  A 

fairly broad historical summary (state and city) provides a context for the history of the 

neighborhood itself.  The arc of socioeconomic development and transformation is traced 

to identify the present-day mixture of both ideas and material culture within the built 

environment.     

 

 Chapters Two through Four profile the three iconic recording studios that anchor Music 

Row in the public’s consciousness.  Chapter Two describes Owen and Harold Bradley’s 

Bradley Film and Sound or “Quonset Hut” studio, the first enterprise of its kind in the 

neighborhood. Its establishment created the artistic and commercial center of creativity and 

commerce that became Nashville’s Music Row.  Next, the chapter details how Columbia 

Records’ purchase and ambitious building campaign of 1965 added to the history of the 

site, and focuses on the intangible wealth contained in the spaces of the new building by 

giving an account of the recording of Bob Dylan’s landmark double album Blonde on 

Blonde.  Dylan’s collaboration with Nashville’s ace session musicians made history at 

Columbia Studio A.  The chapter then presents the building’s office spaces as sites of 

historic events, explores contradictory information on how much the original Bradley 
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building was altered by Columbia, before finally describing the saving and renovation of 

the entire Columbia Recording Studios facility.  

 

Chapter Three is devoted to RCA Studio B, which was built in response to the successes of 

the Bradley studio and created a corporate beachhead for RCA Records in Music Row.  

The first part of the chapter describes and explains the history of the building. That is 

followed by a narrative of the sociocultural significance of the studio’s history, which 

includes Chet Atkins, Steve Sholes, and Elvis Presley, among others.  

 

Chapter Four follows the same structure and is devoted to RCA Studio A, which 

represented a major step forward in corporate, civic, and industrial legitimization of 

country music as both art form and commerce.  RCA Studio A was the brainchild of 

Nashville’s premier renaissance man: the legendary Chet Atkins. 

 

Chapter Five takes the history of Music Row from the 1990’s to the present.  It explains 

how the area went from a vibrant (if kitschy) zone of country music tourism, to a “hot” real 

estate market that was under great pressure to gentrify—even at the considerable expense 

of its historic built environment.  Charting this crucial interlude in the history of Music 

Row demonstrates all of the tensions between stakeholders, especially landowners, 

developers, and city government. Of course these three groups are central to virtually all 

preservation controversies throughout the United States.     
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 Later sections of Chapter Five bring together the various forms of capital—governmental, 

market, and intangible-based—that were generated in the preservation controversy of RCA 

Studio A, which began when the studio’s tenants found themselves served with eviction 

notices by a disingenuous land developer whose sole interest in the demolition of the 

building was financial profit.  The ingenious solution that was orchestrated by a 

spontaneously consolidated community of advocates is a process that is worthy of study, 

and is also included in these sections.  Additionally, the case serves to illustrate how a 

confluence of factors attributed to civic, speculative, and demographic interests created a 

figurative “perfect storm” of real estate market inflation that impacted the inventory of 

Music Row’s historic built environment.  The seemingly unremarkable International Style 

mid-century building that contained RCA Studio A became ground zero of a pivotal 

struggle for the future of Music Row.  Because adequate public support to save the fifty-

year-old building could not be achieved by advocating for its physical/stylistic charisma, an 

exceptional articulation of intangible wealth would have to be proven.  What few could 

have imagined at the outset of the controversy is that at least half of that wealth would be 

generated in the very act of sociocultural solidarity that resulted in a fervent advocacy for 

the building’s preservation.   

 

Chapter Six charts the course of the controversy’s aftermath, and the resulting interaction 

between the National Trust for Historic Preservation and Nashville Metropolitan Planning, 

which has resulted in the birth of a new era of planning for Music Row. 
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 In its essence, this thesis documents how people respond to preservation in a built 

environment whose significance is more culturally constructed than physically built.  In the 

author’s estimation—from the Penn Central Supreme Court case to the current travails of 

the preservation movement on Music Row—qualitative phenomena, rather than 

quantitative, most effectively capture and represent the imagination and emotions of the 

public, thereby swaying and uniting them in common purpose and perspective.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

FROM VICTORIAN ESTATE TO STREETCAR SUBURB TO MUSIC BUSINESS 

EPICENTER: A NEIGHBORHOOD HISTORY OF MUSIC ROW 

 

 Music Row is the culmination of a series of transformations that have physically and 

culturally reshaped the area it occupies in both style and purpose.  The neighborhood that 

eventually became home to Music Row was first developed as an answer to demand for 

more residential land within Nashville’s city limits.4  In the first half of the 19th century, 

downtown Nashville thrived as a hub of commerce and industry due to its location on the 

shores of the Cumberland River.  This chapter presents a summary of the city’s history and 

the background for the transformation of the residential neighborhood to a mixed-use area 

that reflected the variety of phenomena related to the music industry.  Therefore, in the 

name of completeness, it includes a summary of country music industry activity, which is 

described in greater detail in later chapters. 

 

Nashville is the capital city of Tennessee and is located in the middle area of the state.  

Flowing north to south, the Cumberland River divides the city into east and west halves.  

The history of Nashville dates back to the French fur trade of the early 1700s.  The area 

that would become downtown Nashville was blessed with a mineral-rich spring, whose 

sulfur and salt deposits attracted a variety of wildlife, which utilized them as salt licks.  

This geologic feature made the site a natural bait station for local fauna. 

                                                
4 Figure 1.1 
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Figure 1.1: A 2017 Map of Nashville (city limits shaded in red). The red arrow points to 
the location of Music Row. Arrow, scale and compass added by author. Google Maps 
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Figure 1.2: A 2017 GIS Map showing the extent (shaded in blue) of Music Row. ArcGIS: 
https://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?useExisting=1&layers=07922857e 
4ad4a00977da39b4e659a27 

 
 In 1769, French fur trader Timothy Demonbreun5 built a cabin near the mineral spring 

(soon to be known as the “French Lick”) to facilitate his fur trapping expeditions along the 

Cumberland. He eventually settled there and prospered as a businessman.  The bountiful 

region of the French Lick soon attracted the interest of American frontiersmen.  In 1779, 

James Robertson led an all-male party of settlers from the settlement at Watauga6 in 

northwestern North Carolina with the express intention of founding a settlement on the 

bluffs of the Cumberland River in the same area Demonbreun had built his cabin.7  John 

Donelson joined Robertson in 1780 with another party from upriver. The 256 declared 

                                                
5 The namesake of a Nashville street that shall figure prominently in the geographic area of this study. 
6 “The Watauga Settlement was the first community established in North Carolina's western frontier and 
holds the distinction of being perhaps the first American settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains.” 
Cockrell, David L. “Watagua Settlement”. NCpedia. Web.  
7 Kreyling, Christine. "Nashville Past and Present “ Sitemason. Web.   



  13 

landowners (all white and male) soon signed the Cumberland Compact, which was the first 

constitutional government drafted to guide the settlement.8 9  Soon after, Fort Nashborough 

(named for American Revolutionary War general Francis Nash) was built and became the 

center of the local community.  Within three years, the government of North Carolina 

created Davidson County, before naming the growing town Nashville in 1784.  In 1796, 

Tennessee became the 16th State upon its admission to the Union.  A proliferation of 

treaties and roads attracted increasing numbers of people to Middle Tennessee.   

 

Nashville was chartered as a city in 1806 and, through the first half of the nineteenth 

century, became a depot for river-based commerce and a center of manufacturing activity 

for all of middle Tennessee.  This growth was accelerated by the arrival of railroads.10  In 

the midst of the many local public works programs, the Nashville lawyer, U.S. Army 

General, and politician Andrew Jackson rose to national acclaim on the shoulders of his 

successful military campaigns against Native American nations, as well as major victories 

in the War of 1812.  Lauded as a frontier hero and rugged individualist, Jackson was 

elected President of the United States in 1828.11 12  

 

 

 

                                                
8 Located in what was then the western edge of North Carolina. 
9 Nashville. "Nashville's Historical Timeline." Nashville > Play > History > Timeline. Web.  
10 The Editors of Encyclopædia Britannica. "Nashville." Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia 
Britannica, Inc., 20 Dec. 2016. Web.  
11 Sellers Jr., Charles Grier. "Jackson Men with Feet of Clay," American Historical Review Vol. 62, No. 3. 
Apr. 1957. 537–551. Web. 
12 Wilentz, Sean. Andrew Jackson. New York: Times. 2005. Print. 
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In June 1861, Tennessee seceded from the Union, joined the Confederate States of 

America and effectively started the American Civil War.  Because of its strategic location 

along the southern border of the Union, Tennessee became an immediate target, and 

Nashville fell to Union forces in February 1862.  During the war, Nashville remained an 

important way station for supplying the Union war effort, in addition to becoming a 

“brackish” place of syncretic phenomena for society, race, and culture.  During the war 

years refugees from both sides of the conflict inundated the city, bringing with them their 

own contributions, which gradually became part of Nashville’s distinctive mosaic of 

society, culture, time, and place.13 14   Poetically full-circle, the final major battle of the 

war was fought just outside of Nashville17.  With the war at an end, Nashville prospered 

by developing into a regional epicenter of manufacturing and trade.18  Among the social 

elite who shared in Nashville’s economic ascendancy was the Hayes family, whose 

property would eventually be developed into the neighborhood that now contains Music 

Row. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
13 Egerton, John. Nashville: the Faces of Two Centuries, 1780-1980. Nashville: PlusMedia, 1979. Print 
14 Kreyling, Christine. "Nashville Past and Present“.  Sitemason. Web.   
17 Durham, Walter T. Reluctant partners: Nashville and the Union, 1863-1865. Knoxville: U of Tennessee 
Press, 2008. Print. 
18 Figure 1.3 
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Figure 1.3: 1864. Railroad yard in western Nashville with the State Capitol in the 
background. Unlike other Confederate cities that experienced major damage from the Civil 
War, Nashville’s early surrender and strategic location for transport and industry 
guaranteed that it would be made a fortress city by the federals, which allowed it to grow 
and flourish throughout the course of the conflict.19 Library of Congress 
 
 Born into a prominent family in Massachusetts, Oliver Bliss Hayes20 (1783-1858) studied 

law in New England before settling in Nashville in 1808.  Hayes became a noted attorney 

in the city, and highly influential throughout the middle Tennessee region. Eventually, 

Hayes was made a judge.  After years of judicial service, Oliver Bliss Hayes concluded his 

legal career when he vacated the bench and climbed behind the pulpit.  Hayes spent his last 

years as a fervent minister of the Presbyterian Church.  Judge Hayes purchased a Federal 

style house21 he named Rokeby Place at what is currently 1908 Grand Ave in 1827.  

Adjoining the house were an additional 50.5 acres of land. Hayes continued to add to his 

estate—much of it open fields—including the area that would eventually become Music 

                                                
19 Despite the fact that Tennessee itself endured more battles than any other state, save for Virginia. 
Durham, Walter T. Reluctant partners: Nashville and the Union, 1863-1865. Knoxville: U of Tennessee 
Press, 2008. Print. 
20 See Figure 1. 4 
21 See Figure 1. 5 
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Row.22  In 1849, Adelicia Hayes Franklin Acklen23 (the eldest of Hayes’ daughters) 

purchased a 65.5-acre parcel on which she eventually built Belmont Mansion24, a summer 

villa constructed in the Grand Italianate style.25   

 

 
Figure 1.4: Portrait of Oliver Bliss Hayes (1783-1858) in masonic regalia.  
Tennessee State Library and archives.  http://tnsos. org/tsla/imagesearch/images/1749. Jpg 
 

                                                
22 Clayton, Prof. W.W. “Oliver Bliss Hayes”.  History of Davidson County with Illustrations and 
Biographical Sketches of its Prominent Men and Pioneers. Philadelphia: J.S. Lewis & Co. 1880. 57-58. 
Print. 
23 See Figure 1. 6 
24 Added to the NRHP in 1971.  
25 See Figure 1. 7 
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Figure 1.5: Rokeby Place, the original Hayes residence in West Nashville (date unknown).  
Tennessee State Library and Archives http://tnsos.org/tsla/imagesearch/images/4177.jpg, 

 
Figure 1.6: Photograph of Adelicia Hayes Franklin Acklen. Mid-late 19th century.  
Tennessee State Library and Archives http://nashvillepublicmedia.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Adelicia-
Acklen1 
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Figure 1.7: Nineteenth Century photograph of Belmont Mansion and gardens.  
Tennessee State Library and Archives http://tnsos.org/tsla/imagesearch/images/2985.jpg, 
 
Adelicia was educated in Nashville, graduating at the top of her class.26  Adelicia and 

husband Joseph A.S. Acklen (1816-1863) envisioned Belmont as a repository of fine art 

and botanical curiosities, and the site of a zoo.  The estate was operated as a private park 

that was open to the public, and was quite successful in that respect.27  Judge Hayes’ 

children inherited his estate when he died in 1858 and the land was divided among them, 

with Adelicia being knowingly excluded because of her considerable wealth.  The Hayes 

children inherited adjacent parcels of land to Adelicia’s beloved Belmont Mansion.  The 

family endured the hardships of the Civil War, after which, Adelicia initially prospered by 

marrying into greater wealth and conducting masterful business dealings.  Nonetheless, by 

1871 most of the family fortunes had declined, and they sold off much of their land: 

possibly in response to the Long Depression, an economic calamity that persisted 

                                                
26 Ibid. 
27 "People." Belmont Mansion | Nashville Historic House Museum. 2014. Web. 
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throughout the 1870s.28  Adelicia sold Belmont Mansion in 1887.  It was soon used for 

Ward-Belmont College, and then Belmont University.29 30   

 

Despite the fact that Adelicia’s vision for her mansion estate never fully materialized, its 

subsequent acquisition by Ward-Belmont College  made certain that the considerable 

esthetic refinement of the property played a role in the emergence of institutions of higher 

learning within the area, which, in turn, favorably impacted both the socioeconomic profile 

of the area, and the desirability of the neighborhood throughout the latter part of the 

nineteenth century.  Moreover, the proliferation of excellent colleges and universities31 in 

the immediate area played an essential part of Nashville’s postwar reinvention of itself as 

the “Athens of the South”. 32 33 The westward path of development benefitted from the 

establishment of Vanderbilt University in 1873, and Ward-Belmont College in 1890.  Both 

institutions brought with them an infusion of culture and increased financial investment, 

resulting in a symbiosis of higher education, public transit, and the construction of beautiful 

homes in the area.  In the thirty years that followed, increased residential development led 

to the area’s next incarnation as a desirable suburb west of downtown, complete with 

streetcar service.  In many municipalities of the day, the presence of streetcar lines 

                                                
28 Wardin Jr., Dr. Albert W. Belmont Mansion: The Home of Joseph and Adelicia Acklen.  Belmont 
Mansion Association, 2005.  6-8.   
29 Edwards, Amelia Whitsitt.  Nashville Interiors, 1866 to 1922, Mount Pleasant, South Carolina: Arcadia    
   Publishing, 1999. 107.  
30 Smith, Reid.  Majestic Middle Tennessee, Gretna, Louisiana: Pelican Publishing, 1998. 122. Print. 
31 The major trio being Belmont, Vanderbilt, and Roger Williams.  
32 "Belmont HABS TN-56 " Library of Congress. 1970. PDF. 
33 Rokeby Place holds distinction as housing the first college dormitory in the city.  
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enhanced the value of the neighborhood or district they ran through by offering convenient 

transport to and from shopping and sites of employment downtown.34  

 

When Nashville’s streetcar system35 went from mule-drawn to electric powered in 1889, it 

further encouraged and facilitated suburban development away from the noise and 

congestion of the city core, mostly to the west.36  The northern end of the “streetcar suburb” 

boasted “opulent two and three-story Victorian mansions, set back from the street, each 

enclosed inside wrought (cast) iron fences.”37 38 

 

In order to service Belmont College, the street rail line was extended the length of Belmont 

Avenue.39  In the years that followed, Belmont Avenue and the streets running parallel on 

either side were gradually renamed.  The 1904 city ordinance that stipulated this change 

renamed the streets that ran north to south to the west of the Cumberland River numbered 

avenues. Belmont Avenue was renamed 16th Avenue South.40 41 42 

 

 

                                                
34 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 26. PDF. 
35 Figure 1. 8 
36 Doyle, Don Harrison. Nashville in the New South, 1880-1930.  Knoxville: U of Tennessee, 1985. 89.   
37 Ibid.   
38 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 27. PDF. 
39 Figures 1.9 and 1.10 
40 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998.  385.  
41 1908 Atlas of the City of Nashville. 
42 “South Music Row Neighborhood Conservation Zoning, Adopted January 1997”. Metropolitan Historic 
Zoning Commission.  PDF. 
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Figure 1.8: 1889.  The inaugural run of Nashville's first electric streetcar at 16th Avenue 
and Broadway.  West End Methodist Church is in the background.  Streetcars are decorated 
with bunting and streamers.  
Tennessee State Library and Archives http://tnsos.org/tsla/imagesearch/images/3543.jpg 
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Figure 1.9: A 1913 Map of Nashville Railway and Light Co. streetcar lines (in heavier 
black lines, red arrow points to the area of detail in Figure 1.7). 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/txu-oclc-6445490-electric_railway-nashville 1913.jpg 
 
 
 

   
Figure 1.10: A 1913 Detail of streetcar lines on Belmont Ave, (later 16th Ave. South) West 
End, and Kayne Avenues. These lines serviced the student bodies of the colleges and 
universities situated between them and brought the modern convenience of electric public 
transportation to the neighborhood. The streetcar lines, combined with the proliferation of 
higher education in the neighborhood, became an early driver of the real estate market in 
the area. “X” marks the location of the lot where the house that would eventually be 
converted into a recording studio by the Bradley brothers was located.  
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/txu-oclc-6445490-electric_railway-nashville 1913.jpg 
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Development of the neighborhood steadily progressed southward down the numbered 

streets throughout the 1910's and 1920's, due to Nashville's increasing population coupled 

with increased use of the automobile.43  Houses built in the neighborhood reflected the 

preferred styles of the era, such as Tudor Revival, Bungalow, and Craftsman.44  

Understandably, when the Great Depression began in 1929, much of the development 

throughout Nashville was greatly curtailed, if not outright suspended.  Fortunately, 

Nashville benefitted greatly from the economic boost brought to Tennessee by President 

Franklin Roosevelt’s WPA/TVA program of the 1930’s. Further, the entry of the United 

States into the Second World War at the close of 1941 reinvigorated the national economy, 

which Nashville also benefitted from. 

 

To cities around the country, the years during World War II brought with them a fresh 

perspective on city planning that increasingly involved governmental oversight in matters 

of metropolitan development, and Nashville was no exception.  Accordingly, the postwar 

years of 1946-1949 saw the formation of a new set of objectives within the Nashville 

Planning Commission.45  Among its new initiatives was a sweeping set of zoning changes, 

most notably a determination that the neighborhoods closest to the city’s center would 

henceforth be zoned to accommodate commercial as well as industrial development.  

Combined with a postwar housing boom that resulted in large housing developments 

farther away from the city center, the new zoning designation allowed commercial 

developers to begin capitalizing on a neighborhood that was suffering from both the onset 

                                                
43  The Tennessean, 18 January 1925.  
44 South Music Row Neighborhood Conservation Zoning, Adopted January 1997; Metropolitan Historic 
Zoning Commission. Web. 
45 Kreyling, Christine. "Nashville Past and Present - Sitemason." 15-16. Web. 
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of urban decay and unfashionable architectural styling.  This profile of disadvantageous 

factors began to drive down the price of real estate throughout the area that became Music 

Row.46  Apparently, Rokeby Place was razed amongst minimal fanfare to make room for an 

office building development in 1950. 47  

 

                                                
46 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998.  385-387.  
47 Figure 1.11 
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Figure 1.11: A clipping from the Nashville Banner, day and month unknown, 1950. 
Despite a humorous title that seems irreverent of Rokeby Place’s imminent demolition, the 
article gives a compelling historical outline of the Hayes family, a house history, and 
identifies a key local historian in the process. The short article gives credit to Rokeby Place 
as playing a pioneering role in the housing of the students and faculty of Vanderbilt 
University. Tennessee State Library Archives. 
 

     In 1954, Owen and Harold Bradley came to the neighborhood in search of real estate to 

realize their dream of a new film and sound studio.  The new zoning had opened up 16th 
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and 17th avenues to commercial ventures.  With affordable real estate, and a relatively 

central location within the city limits just west of downtown, the neighborhood possessed 

the right list of attributes for their proposed business plan.   

 

     The demographic of the neighborhood at that time was a mixture of African American 

families at the western edge of the neighborhood and college students to the east, with 

primarily white middle-class inhabitants to the south.  In the center of the neighborhood, 

larger houses were or already had been converted into apartments and rooms to satisfy the 

demand of an emerging rental market.  Finally, Division and Demonbreun streets along the 

northern edge of the area were transforming into commercial corridors.  What had once 

been a fashionable, highbrow “streetcar suburb”, was now a more diverse and blue-collar 

neighborhood with many of its buildings in disrepair.48  

 

 The Bradley recording studio venture was a resounding success.  Soon, others throughout 

the burgeoning Nashville music industry, inspired by the success of the Bradleys, the 

sensibility of the rezoning, and low prices of real estate, were moving to the neighborhood 

to operate their own businesses, purchasing lots, and building to suit.49 50 51 

 

                                                
48 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 40-44. PDF. 
49 Hawkins, Martin.  A Shot in the Dark: Making Records in Nashville, 1945-1955.  Nashville: Vanderbilt 
UP & Country Music Foundation, 2006.  203-205. Print.   
50 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, U. S. A.: 50 Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006.  11-13.  Print. 
51 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998.  385, 387. Print. 
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     With the opening of their studio, the Bradley brothers created a music industry 

touchstone.  Within three years of their business opening many additional music industry 

entities had arrived.  The Nashville Association of Musicians (NAM), Local 257 of the 

American Federation of Musicians opened in 1955.  In 1957, RCA opened the first of their 

Music Row recording studios under the tutelage of Steven B. Sholes and Chet Atkins (the 

studio later becomes known as RCA Studio B).52  Another 1957 arrival to Music Row was 

Cedarwood Publishing Co., which relocated its offices to a one-story commercial building 

with a glass storefront located directly across from Bradley Film and Sound on 16th Avenue 

South.  Within months, several doors down from Cedarwood’s offices, Decca Records 

opened their offices at 805 16th Avenue South (now 29 Music Square East53).  Decca 

selected Owen Bradley as head of their Nashville operation’s A&R, a position that gave 

Owen the power to scout, judge, and—most importantly—sign performers and writers to 

contracts.  Realizing that the area was now the undeniable center of the Nashville music 

industry, Tree Publishing Co. opened their offices in 1964 at a newly purchased building at 

905 Sixteenth Avenue South.54  Throughout the remainder of the 1960’s many other 

publishers, talent agencies, and recording related businesses arrived on the scene, further 

transforming the identity of the neighborhood into a location solidly centered on musical 

enterprise.  

 

                                                
52 The subject of Chapter Three. 
53 Eventually, many streets throughout Music Row were renamed to reflect the theme of the neighborhood. 
17th Ave. S and 16th Ave. S were redubbed Music Square West and Music Square East respectively. 
54 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 40-44. PDF. 
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 By the early 1960’s, the neighborhood was known as “Record Row,”55 underscoring the 

importance of the production of records and the musicians who played on them.  Later in 

the decade, as other publishing and legal entities related to the music industry made their 

way into the neighborhood, it was rebranded as “Music Row,” which reflected the broader 

range of creative and commercial musical activities that were occurring there.  

 

 The history of the Music Row area is a useful example of what occurs when a city grows 

beyond the intentions of the original settlers and subsequent residents.  In time, its 

buildings were restructured and repurposed, and city government—in the form of zoning 

legislation—played a pivotal role.  Later in this study, we shall see how the neighborhood’s 

rebranding as Music Row changed the curve of the stakeholding, speculation, development, 

zoning, and—ultimately—the preservation of both its tangible and intangible wealth.  

 

                                                
55 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998. 385, 387. Print. 
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Figure 1.12: Nashville Metro’s map of the Music Row Study Area Boundary. Red 
numerals overlaid on map by the author indicate the locations of each recording studio as 
profiled in this work. 1 Bradley/Columbia Recording Studios, 2 RCA Studio B, and 3 
RCA Studio A. Nashville Metro Planning Department 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
BUILDING A FUTURE: THE BRADLEY BROTHERS, COLUMBIA RECORDS, AND 

804 16th AVE. SOUTH 
 
 
 
 

 This chapter provides two narratives, which are dovetailed. First, is the story of the 

Bradley Brothers as performers and proprietors in the music industry of Nashville, 

Tennessee.  Second, is the history of Bradley’s Film and Recording Studio (later Columbia 

Recording Studios), which was the first such facility in what would later become Music 

Row.  Additionally, the chapter provides a look into the evolution of the site at 804 16th 

Avenue South (now 34 Music Square East) as it was gradually repurposed from a residence 

to a recording studio and business offices.  

 

 Widely known as the “Dean of Nashville Session Guitarists” Harold Bradley56 (b. 1926) 

switched from banjo to guitar at the suggestion of older brother Owen.  By 1943 he was a 

competent electric jazz guitarist.  Owen then secured Harold a summer engagement as lead 

guitarist for Ernest Tubb’s Texas Troubadours.  Harold’s first country recording session 

occurred in 1946.  As Nashville became rife with recording session work, his schedule as 

guitarist-for-hire filled in accordingly.  Though performers and listeners alike prized him 

for his skills as a pianist, Owen Bradley57 (1915-1998) was actually a formidable multi-

instrumentalist.  In addition to piano, Owen could play vibraphone, trombone, organ, steel 

guitar, and harmonica.  From the age of fifteen, Owen worked professionally as a musician 

                                                
56 Figure 2. 1 
57 Figure 2. 2 
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and eventually became affiliated with Nashville radio stations WLAC and later, Nashville 

radio giant WSM, where he was picked to lead his own bands in broadcasts, which elevated 

his professional profile.  Shortly thereafter, Decca Records contracted Bradley as a 

bandleader for their Nashville sessions.  Throughout the 1940’s, Owen was active in 

recording production and composition.  He co-wrote for country great Roy Acuff and 

began producing several hits of his own before overseeing production on Red Foley’s 1950 

million-selling single “Chattanoogie Shoeshine Boy”.  Soon, Owen became a highly 

sought-after producer, working with Kitty Wells, Bill Monroe, Ernest Tubb, and many 

others.58 

 

 
Figure 2.1: Harold Bradley (b. 1926) in the early 1960’s.  
http://images2.mtv.com/uri/mgid:file:docroot:cmt.com:/sitewide/assets/img/artists/bradley_harold/haroldbra
dley-430x250.jpg?width=361&height=210&enlarge=true&matte=true&matteColor=black&quality=0.85 
 
 
 

                                                
58 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998.  49-50. 
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Figure 2.2: Owen Bradley (1915-1998) ca. 1960.  
http://countrymusichalloffame.org/Inductees/InducteeDetail/owen-bradley 
 

In 1953, when Decca executive Paul Cohen59—dissatisfied with the quality of Nashville’s 

recording studios—threatened to move the label’s recording operations to Dallas, Texas, it 

was Owen who persuaded Cohen to keep Decca in Nashville by promising him a full-

service recording facility within the city proper.  Thus, the ramifications of such corporate-

independent interplay are incalculable regarding the emergence and endurance of Nashville 

as the undisputed capital of the country music industry.60 61  The Bradleys were hardly 

novitiates in the propriety of recording studios.  In fact, the facility they opened in good 

                                                
59 Figure 2. 3 
60 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI:      
   Hal Leonard, 2006.  9-11. 
61 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998.  102-103. 
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faith to keep Decca from taking flight from Nashville was actually their third foray into the 

ownership of recording studios in Music City.   

 

In 1955, Owen and I bought an old house on 16th Avenue 

South62, and put a Quonset hut in the back…  that’s [now] a 

very famous recording studio.  That was the first one on 

Music Row and everybody else followed us over there … 

We had three recording Studios—Owen and I did—and the 

third [recording studio we opened] was the first on Music 

Row.63 64  

 

The lot on which it was built is vacant in the 1908 City Atlas of Nashville.  The 1914 

Sanborn Fire map of Nashville indicates the presence of a double house on the lot.65   The 

Bradleys selected the neighborhood with economics in mind.  Not only was real estate 

cheaper than downtown, but it also offered the added benefit of having been rezoned for 

commercial use.  As part of a wave of land rezoning initiatives that were drafted 

immediately following World War II, Nashville’s civic leaders passed the adjusted zoning 

regulations to allow residential areas—including 16th and 17th avenues—to include 

commercial development for mixed usage.66 

                                                
62 Now known as Music Square East. 
63 “Harold Bradley – A Music Charts Magazine Exclusive Interview." Music Charts Magazine.  2014. Web. 
64 Figure 2. 4 
65 Figures 2. 5 A&B 
66 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. Web. 
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Figure 2.3: Decca Records Executive Paul Cohen (1908-1970) in the 1960’s. His 
commitment to both Decca’s increased presence in Nashville and the vision of Owen 
Bradley as a producer and A&R man was instrumental in the conception of Music Row and 
the Nashville Sound. 
http://countrymusichalloffame.org/Inductees/InducteeDetail/paul-cohen 
 

 
Figure 2.4: Bradley Film and Sound Studios shortly after the addition of the Quonset hut 
to the rear of the building ca. late 1950’s.  
https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/originals/b2/87/28/b2872853a8c1c91f5013be4047dafe27.jpg 



  35 

 
 
Figure 2.5A: The lot shown as vacant in the 1908 City Atlas of Nashville. Note: Circles 
and arrows on historic maps were added for indicative purposes by author.  
 
Nashville Public Library Digital Collections 
http://contentdm.atiba.com:8080/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/ndc&CISOPTR=949&CISOBOX=1
&REC=19 
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Figure 2.5B: Detail of 1914 Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Map of Nashville reveals 
the appearance of a double house (note that addresses are split in A & B designations) on 
the lot.  Sixteenth Avenue South runs North to South (note southern tip of compass 
illustration in upper right of image) and Hawkins Street runs East to West along the top.  
This was the house that was eventually bought and converted into a recording studio by 
Owen and Harold Bradley in 1954.   
 
Sanborn Fire Maps at ProQuest http://sanborn.umi.com.proxy.library.cornell.edu/tn/8356/dateid-
000005.htm?CCSI=1923n 
 
 
 

 The Bradleys quickly set about refurbishing the house for reuse as a recording studio.  

Two major alterations to the house were the removal of a floor to provide improved 

acoustics for the original recording room, and a space was built behind the control room 

and finished in plaster, to function as an echo chamber.67 

                                                
67 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998. 386.   
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 Sensing the potential in the market for film and television, the Bradleys procured a 

Quonset hut kit to serve as studio space for motion picture and video production.  The hut 

was assembled and adjoined to the rear of the existing building in a continuous, extensive 

configuration.  The 1956 Sanborn fire map of Nashville confirms this, and acknowledges 

that the site is a recording studio, complete with the addition to the rear of the building.68   

      

 With television fast becoming the cutting edge communication medium of the day, the 

Bradleys used the Quonset hut successfully for both video and film productions, servicing 

clients that ranged from the U. S. Army and Air Force (training and recruitment films) to 

local producers (syndicated country music television programming).69   Before long, 

demand for audio production time increased and the Bradleys and their engineers took 

notice of the distinctive acoustic response created by the Quonset hut’s curved ceiling, 

resolving to capitalize on its aural possibilities for music recordings.  In time, the Quonset 

hut became utilized largely for audio production, becoming the site’s primary recording 

room, while the main building was utilized primarily as lounge and office space for the 

Bradley Studios operation.  According to Harold Bradley, the Quonset hut’s unique 

acoustics were tuned by ear through trial and error, largely by Owen Bradley and Engineer 

Mort Thomasson, who gradually worked out the aural gremlins.  Said Thomasson of the 

fine-tuning process: 

 

They knew that the bass would rumble around the room, so 

                                                
68 Figure 2.6 
69 Sparks, Jim. An Interview with Owen Bradley.  Advantage Magazine: Oct. 1984. 34.  
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they trapped the bass sound with big curtains in the corners, 

and they would just work here and there with baffles to 

separate some of the sounds.  Owen got very 

sophisticated   . . .   He came up with the “shed houses” I call 

‘em, which were isolation booths.  When it was mono it was 

all mixed together, but when he went to stereo and he could 

separate the sounds, he could hear either the bass going into 

the drum mic or the drums going into the base mic, so he put 

a baffle between ‘em. 70 

 

 Other fine tunings included an installation of wooden framework close to the ceiling, 

which was shrouded with green burlap to deaden the response of the metal roof as it was 

struck by precipitation from outside during downpours.  The Bradleys also adopted a 

number of serendipitous acoustic treatments contributed by various of their clientele, which 

further served to refine the acoustics of the room toward a quality of responsiveness that 

made it legendary. Perhaps most important of these was the addition of a wooden barn door 

at one end of the recording area. The wood on the door adjusted the acoustic response of 

the room to a point where just the right amount of responsiveness for instruments and 

vocals was achieved, completing the signature “sound” of the Quonset Hut.71 72 73 

 

                                                
70 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI:      
   Hal Leonard, 2006.  12.  
71 Ibid. 14 
72 Figure 2.7 
73 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI:      
   Hal Leonard, 2006.  13-14. 
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 When Cohen ascended to the top position at Coral Records, Owen was tapped to fill his 

shoes at Decca Nashville.  Thus, rooms in the house went on to provide office space for the 

latter.74 75   They named their new facilities “Bradley’s Film and Recording Studio.”  In 

retrospect, the establishment of the studio marks the official conception of the Music Row 

neighborhood.76 77 

  
Figure 2.6: Detail of a 1957 Sanborn Fire Insurance Company map of Nashville, TN.  Map 
shows both the conversion of the formerly residential property into a recording studio and 
the addition of the Quonset hut structure to the eastern (rear) elevation of the preexisting 
house.  Sanborn Fire Maps at ProQuest: http://sanborn.umi.com.proxy.library.cornell.edu/tn/8356/dateid-
000019.htm?CCSI=1923n 
 

                                                
74 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998. 140, 386.  
75 Author’s Interview with Michael Janas, December 2015.  
76 Historic American Buildings Survey No. TN-268 “Quonset Hut” 2012. 
77 Figure 2.8 
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Figure 2.7: Ca. 1960. View from the control room of the Quonset hut studio.  Note the 
adjustable baffling, acoustic barriers, and materials (mainly burlap and wood).   
http://sportsandentertainmentnashville.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Pic-3-HB-the-A-Team-studio-
musicians-Courtesy-Harold-Bradley.jpg 
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Figure 2.8: Photograph of the eastern (rear) elevations of the house and Quonset hut ca. 
late 1950’s.   
http://nashvillepublicmedia.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/The-Quonset-Hut-late-1950s11. Jpg 
 

The use of a Quonset hut was in striking contrast (if not downright out of character) to the 

neighborhood as it was in the early 1950’s.  The Quonset hut’s main components are 

preformed wooden or steel ribs,78 which are then covered with corrugated sheet metal that 

was most often galvanized steel, while the interior features simple fiberboard with wood 

laminate.79  The buildings remain very versatile and are easily assembled and modified with 

a simple array of tools. At the close of the war more than 170,000 kits came home to the 

United States from abroad and were sold to the public as surplus.80 81   The Quonset hut 

                                                
78 During my inspection of the premises in 2015, the ribs were not visible due to being obscured by wall 
paneling, and Michael Janas did not have definitive information on this component of the building’s 
materials. After a brief amount of research, it would appear that metal is the more common ribbing for 
these kits. 
79 Figure 2.9 
80 Historic American Buildings Survey No.  TN-268 “Quonset Hut” 
81 Sennott, R. Stephen. Encyclopedia of 20th Century Architecture. New York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2004.     
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purchased by the Bradleys measured approximately 78 feet by 35 feet, and rose to a height 

of 35 feet once erected; a semicircle in section.82 83  

 
Figure 2.9: Aerial sectional drawing of a typical Quonset hut. The kit the Bradleys bought 
was larger, but essentially identical in key specifications.   
1.bp.blogspot.com/-6YmRvG19NTI/UMbWcYNUIqI/AAAAAAAAAvc/aEwOPu4X1zw/s1600/Untitled6.Png 
 

 
Figure 2.10: A Quonset hut being shipped during World War II.  
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/57/Quonset_hut_emplacement_in_Japan.JPG 

                                                                                                                                            
    29.   
82 Figure 2.10 
83 Historic American Buildings Survey No.  TN-268 “Quonset Hut”.  1.  
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Although Decca Records was the chief client for studio time, Bradley Studios remained 

open to outside business, as well as to genres other than country music.  As the Bradleys 

fine-tuned the acoustics and technical peculiarities of the studio with each passing 

session, the hit records accumulated.  Most of the early hits were actually by non-Decca 

artists, including: “Be-Bop-a-Lula” by Gene Vincent; “Young Love” by Sonny James; 

“Teen Angel” by Mark Dinning; “El Paso” by Marty Robbins; and “The Battle of New 

Orleans” by Johnny Horton.84  The sound of the studio and the ingenuity of producers, 

writers, and performers alike steadily captivated the interest of the American record 

buying public.  

 

 Of all of Owen Bradley’s sessions at the Quonset hut, the most classic examples of the 

Nashville Sound were rendered in his productions for various female country singers; most 

notably the sessions with Patsy Cline, Brenda Lee, Loretta Lynn, and Kitty Wells.  

Collectively, these sessions produced a canon of definitive country music recordings, 

yielding over seventy hit singles, many of them reaching the Top Ten in the Country and/or 

Hot 100 pop charts.85 

 

Bradley Studios’ biggest non-Decca customer was Columbia Records, and the label had 

great success with the recordings made there with Johnny Horton, Marty Robbins, and 

Johnny Cash. Columbia, with intentions of broadening its corporate presence in Nashville, 

purchased Bradley Studios in 1962, a logical choice considering that all of the biggest 

Columbia country chart successes were already being recorded there.   
                                                
84 Each of these singles reached #1 in the Billboard Hot 100 chart, save for “Be-Bop-a-Lula” which peaked 
at #7. 
85 Historic American Buildings Survey No. TN-268 “Quonset Hut”.  4.  
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Renamed Columbia Studios, the complex underwent a series of updates and refits.  

Columbia maintained the Quonset hut studio, and ambitiously planned a state-of-the-art 

studio that would be professionally designed, acoustically engineered, and then built 

directly next to the Quonset hut.  One report states that both the original house and 

Quonset hut were gradually subsumed by a building campaign that incorporated the street 

side as part of a continuous red brick façade and the rear of the complex in concrete 

block.86   The HABS account suggests the brick façade created a material/esthetic 

continuity between the old house/Quonset hut complex, and the new studio/office 

building campaign that—from the street—gives the visual impression of an altogether 

new and unified building.  There are contradicting reports in the building’s material 

history. The HABS report states that both the house and hut were subsumed, while the 

NRHP Multiple Property form states that the house was demolished to make way for a 

contiguous new complex.87  When asked by the author, neither Don Cusic nor Michael 

Janas88 had definitive information on this issue.  The author inspected the parts of the 

building where the house would have been built onto or subsumed.  They seemed 

inconsistent with Victorian era materials and workmanship.  Indeed, all seemed to be of 

the same age and building campaign. The author noted what looked to be poured concrete 

floors and modern metal framing.  The original house had a wood frame and hardwood 

floors. Therefore, the author’s opinion leans toward the house being replaced altogether 

                                                
86 Figure 2.11 
87 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 35. Web. and "Quonset Hut HABS TN-268" Library of 
Congress. 2012. 4. PDF. 
88 Curb Professor of Music Industry History, and Director of Recording Studio Operations for Belmont 
University respectively. 
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as the Quonset hut was retained and subsumed.  In support of this opinion, aerial photos 

show no evidence of the original house’s gabled roof, but do offer a view that displays 

the Quonset hut’s incorporation into the newer building.89  When the work was complete 

Columbia christened the new studio Columbia Studio A, and the Quonset hut was 

logically redubbed Columbia Studio B, while the building that contained them along with 

the new office space was christened Columbia Recording Studios.  The expansion more 

than doubled the available space, more than enough to house Columbia’s Nashville 

operations both technologically and administratively.  Later, in 1969, the Quonset hut’s 

control room was completely changed out, and Columbia installed a brand new 16-Track 

recorder and console.  Columbia Records was also gradually replacing some of the barn 

wood paneling of the Bradley era with manufactured acoustic tiling to achieve a mixture 

of these two acoustic treatments.90 

                                                
89 Figures 2.12-2.16 Arrows point to the section of building that may contain the subsumed original house.  
90 Southern, John. Conversation with Don Cusic. December 2015 and Southern, John. Interview with 
Michael Janas. December 2015. 
 

. 
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Figure 2.11: Dec. 2015. Director of Recording Studio Operations for Belmont University 
and Columbia Studios Facility Manager Michael Janas explains the manner in which the 
Quonset hut was subsumed in successive building campaigns to the author. The arrow 
points to the small segment of the Quonset hut’s eastern façade that remains visible at the 
rear of the complex. Photo by John Southern 
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Figure 2.12: Dec. 2015. A ¾ angle photo of the Columbia Records Studio A Building’s 
western façade. The arrow points to the section of the façade that allegedly subsumed the 
original wooden house. Photo by John Southern 
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Figure 2.13: Aerial shot of eastern façade of 34 Music Square East. Google Earth 

 
Figure 2.14: Overhead view of 34 Music Square East. Top of image is its northern 
orientation. Google Earth 
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Figure 2.15: Aerial View of western façade of 34 Music Square East. Google Earth 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.16: Oct. 2016. Looking southwest on the roof of 34 Music Square E. Image 
provides a detail of how the Quonset hut’s structure was subsumed by the newer building’s 
roofline. Mike Porter, Facilities Manager of 34 Music Square East. 
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 Blonde on Blonde and Columbia Studio A: How Bob Dylan and the Nashville Cats 

Forever Changed Rock and Country Music 

 

Columbia’s purchase of the Bradley operation in 1962 and the construction of a brand-new 

studio in 1965 helped secure the label’s status as one to get signed to as well as one to stay 

signed to. Into the middle of the decade Columbia’s stable of major country artists,such as 

Johnny Cash91, enjoyed exclusive use of Columbia’s Nashville facility.   That changed 

when Bob Dylan recorded his next album there in 1966.  In the mid 1960’s Dylan was an 

ascendant figure in rock and roll and a prolific writer whose songs were being covered by 

artists from every part of the pop spectrum.  The year before, Dylan had caused a stir in the 

folk music world when he abandoned his “folk minstrel” persona, that included a role as 

musical spokesman for the American far left, which Dylan considered an unwanted 

responsibility that had been foisted upon him by the folk music community of New York 

City.  Turning his back on protest songs and politics, Dylan strapped on an electric guitar 

and walked away.  Reinventing his image, Dylan grew his hair out, donned sunglasses, and 

dressed himself in the Carnaby Street fashions of Swinging London.  His new songs were 

recorded with electric combos employing rock-oriented arrangements, and their lyrical 

content had become abstract—if not surrealist—in their content and imagery, with each 

new composition radiating a mercurial brilliance that was hewn from a stream-of-

consciousness perspective.  On top of enormous critical praise, Dylan’s records were 

selling briskly.  For example, during the preceding August the “Like a Rolling Stone” 

single had made it all the way to #2 on the US Billboard 200 chart, while the 
                                                
91 Cash forged a long-lasting friendship with Dylan. See: Spitz, Bob. Dylan: A Biography. New York: 
McGraw-Hill Publishing Company, 1989. 394-396. Print. 
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accompanying LP Highway 61 Revisited rose to #3.  Bob Dylan had suddenly found 

himself standing at the enviable crossroads of high art and high commerce.  In this respect, 

Dylan personified the Zeitgeist of the 1960’s. At the age of twenty-four, he had become the 

biggest American phenomenon in popular music since Elvis Presley.  

 
Figure 2.17: Johnny Cash (L) and Bob Dylan (R) in May 1966. Dylan intersected with 
Cash in London during a concert tour. The two formed a firm friendship over the next 
several years. In 1969, Cash would go on to guest on the Nashville Skyline album, with 
Dylan returning the favor by appearing on ABC TV’s The Johnny Cash Show. Still from 
“No Direction Home” by Spitfire Pictures. 
 
In 1965, Dylan had been assigned producer Bob Johnston to oversee Highway 61 Revisited.  

Johnston lived in Nashville and had working relationships with many in the community of 

session players there that was affectionately referred to by those familiar with their 



  52 

virtuosity as Nashville Cats.92 93  At the close of the Highway 61 Revisited sessions in New 

York City, Johnston summoned legendary Nashville session man Charlie McCoy94 to play 

flamenco-style guitar flourishes in counterpoint to Dylan’s strumming on the surrealist 

ballad “Desolation Row”.95   The result of McCoy’s musicianship took the song to a 

refined, rarified level of arrangement that Dylan could hardly have imagined for it at the 

session’s outset.  He was also amazed by how quickly the facile McCoy worked, nailing 

the part in a minimum of takes.96  Johnston, proud of McCoy’s prowess, turned to Dylan 

after the session:  

 

“Now you see how easy that was," Johnston told Dylan.  

"Now that's how it would be in Nashville."  As the producer 

remembers it, Dylan put his hand to his chin in a 

thoughtful pose and said, "Hmmmm." 97 

 

 Johnston had an informal, organic style of recording that suited Dylan’s personality and 

talent.  With the overwhelming commercial and critical success that Highway 61 Revisited 

enjoyed, Dylan’s faith in Johnston further solidified.  

 

                                                
92 "Nashville Cats." Country Music Hall of Fame. Web.  
88 Also frequently referred to as The Nashville A-Team. Sanjek, Russell. American Popular Music and its 
Business: The First Four Hundred Years. New York: Oxford U Press, 1988. Print.  
94 Figure 2.18 
95 Polizzotti, Mark. Highway 61 Revisited. Lejona, Vizcaya: Libros Crudos, 2010. 141-142. Print. 
96 Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015. 
97 Sanders, Daryl. "Looking Back on Bob Dylan's Blonde on Blonde, the Record that Changed Nashville." 
Nashville Scene. 2011. Web. 
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Figure 2.18: 1969.  Charlie McCoy (R) at Columbia Studio A with Bob Dylan (L) during 
the Nashville Skyline sessions. McCoy was bandleader of the session musicians who played 
on all three of Dylan’s albums that were recorded in Nashville. McCoy is a multi-
instrumentalist whose specialties are harmonica and guitar. A member of the Country 
Music Hall of Fame, he has played on records by Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Chet Atkins, 
Waylon Jennings and Loretta Lynn, in addition to his work with Dylan. He is still an active 
Nashville session musician today.  Sony Entertainment Music Archives 
 
 
     In January 1966, Dylan reconvened with Johnston and an assortment of musicians at 

Columbia Recording Studios in New York City to begin work on a new album, but grew 

frustrated and discouraged when progress slowed to a trickle.  Immediately following this 

period, Dylan expressed his disappointment to critic Robert Shelton, "Oh, I was really 

down.  I mean, in ten recording sessions, man, we didn't get one song ... It was the band.  

But you see, I didn't know that.  I didn't want to think that".98   It was at this point that 

Johnston reminded Dylan of the great players in Nashville.  A likely sweetener to the idea 

was that Columbia Records (to whom Dylan was under contract) had just built a new 

                                                
98 Shelton, Robert, Elizabeth Thomson, and Patrick Humphries. No Direction Home: the Life and Music of 
Bob Dylan. London, UK: Omnibus Press, 2011. 248. Print 
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recording studio there, thus the company would cover finances.  In a 2015 interview, 

Charlie McCoy recalled that it had been Johnston’s intention to get Dylan to record in 

Nashville for some time: “Bob Johnston said, 'You know, I was using you as bait.  I wanted 

Dylan to come to Nashville and he didn't want to.'  So I was bait and it worked.”99  Dylan 

agreed to the Nashville recording dates, and the necessary logistical preparations and 

arrangements were made.100  

 

Dylan arrived at Columbia Recording Studios in Nashville on Valentine’s Day 1966.   

Introductions were made between the Dylan camp101 and the Nashville Cats before the 

sessions began.  Dylan’s organist Al Kooper was impressed by the friendliness and 

professionalism of the Nashville Cats: “Those guys welcomed us in, respected us, and 

played better than any other studio guys I had ever played with previously.”102  Next it was 

time for the floor layout for the sessions to be decided upon.  As was typical of Nashville 

recording techniques, local producers typically used baffling panels to isolate the volume of 

each instrument in the room.  Although this provided more concise control in the mixing of 

a live session (keeping each performance in the multi-track tape as isolated as possible), it 

came at the cost of human communion, similar—in effect—to cubicles in an office room.  

In such an instance, natural communication between players that involved facial 

expressions and bodily cues was sacrificed.   

 

                                                
99 Sherwin, Adam. "Charlie McCoy Interview: From Bob Dylan to Johnny Cash, the Session Man Has 
Played With the Biggest Names in Pop." The Independent. Independent Digital News and Media, 24 June 
2015. Web. 
100 Sounes, Howard. Down the Highway: the Life of Bob Dylan. New York: Grove Press. 2011. 200. Print. 
101 Dylan and Johnston had brought with them guitarist Robbie Robertson and organist Al Kooper. 
102 Willentz, Sean. "Mystic Nights: The Making of Blonde on Blonde in Nashville." Oxford American, 
Issue 58. Print. 
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Dylan, tapping into Johnston’s improvisational approach to recording had an idea: 

Johnston, apparently at Dylan’s request, helped bring 

everybody together by emptying the studio of bafflers—tall 

dividers that separated the musicians to prevent the sounds 

from one bleeding into the microphone of another.  The 

producer wanted to create an ambiance fit for an ensemble, 

and he succeeded—so much so that [drummer] Kenny 

Buttrey later credited the album’s distinctive sound to that 

alteration alone.  “It made all the difference in our playing 

together,” he later told an interviewer, “as if we were on a 

tight stage, as opposed to playing in a big hall where you’re 

ninety miles apart.  From that night on, our entire outlook 

was changed.  We started having a good time.”103 

 
Figure 2.19: Ca.1970. A rare interior shot of Columbia Studio A. Columbia 
Studio A archive 

                                                
103 Ibid. 
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 As the Blonde on Blonde sessions progressed, it became clear that Dylan worked in a 

fashion that was quite unfamiliar to McCoy and the rest of the Nashville Cats.  Crack 

professionals who were used to strict and productive recording schedules, the band was 

surprised by Dylan’s method of recording, which was enabled by carte blanche status with 

Columbia.104  In Nashville, songs were usually written, demoed105, and arranged prior to a 

recording session.  Therefore, it was the responsibility of the session player to translate that 

into a timely number of successful takes in the name of economy.  Because of a strong 

local union presence, studio time was money, and the music industry in Nashville adhered 

tightly to the bottom line.  Dylan, however, wrote in the studio.  Nothing was demoed and 

little was prearranged. He often arrived with little more than fragments that had to be 

worked out on the spot.  The arrangements evolved at the sessions synchronously with the 

compositions themselves.  When Dylan needed time to refine his sketches, the group would 

be made to wait at the ready indefinitely, which they found perplexing, if not downright 

boring.  Keyboardist Bill Aikins remembers:  

 

I can remember [Dylan] sitting at the piano in deep, deep, 

meditative thought … He was creating, writing. So we were 

just on hold as musicians, on the payroll, on a master 

session, and we were just hanging out. ... That's the kind of 

budget they had for him … Then, after I don't know how 

                                                
104 Sanders, Daryl. "Looking Back on Bob Dylan's Blonde on Blonde, the Record that Changed Nashville." 
Nashville Scene. 2011. Web. 
105 “Demo” is a term for a recording made for the purposes of demonstration to publishers, A&R personnel, 
producers, and session musicians. Its purpose is to articulate harmonic progressions, lyrics, and “feel” 
toward a more developed arrangement and realized master recording. 
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long, but it was hours, they said, ‘OK, Bob's ready to put 

this song down.’106 

 

 Sometimes, Dylan would leave the building altogether and retreat to his hotel room to 

write for extended periods of hours.  Nonetheless, the musicians were on the clock, and 

told to wait at the ready, no matter the time elapsed. Once Dylan refined his sketches into 

somewhat stable lyrics and harmonic structures, he would run through what he had written 

just once.  The band would then begin developing an arrangement for the song, allowing 

any given member of the ensemble to develop key hooks and flourishes in a natural fashion, 

each tailored to suit the composition at hand.  For example, one session began at 6pm, but 

Dylan needed time to edit the selected composition and sequestered himself.  He was 

finally ready for a take at 4am the following morning, having selected a slow waltz entitled 

“Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” as the song to be recorded: 

 

“After you’ve tried to stay awake ’til four o’clock in the 

morning, to play something so slow and long107 was really, 

really tough,” McCoy says.  Dylan continued polishing the 

lyrics in front of the microphone.  After he finished an 

abbreviated run-through, he counted off, and the musicians 

fell in. Kenny Buttrey recalled that they were prepared for a 

two- or three-minute song, and started out accordingly: “If 

                                                
106 Sanders, Daryl. "Looking back on Bob Dylan's Blonde on Blonde, the Record that Changed Nashville." 
Nashville Scene. 2011. Web. 
107 According to data listed on my vinyl copy of Blonde on Blonde “Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” 
clocks in at 11 minutes, 23 seconds: a length unheard of in 1966 for a rock and roll or pop song. In fact, the 
song occupies the entire fourth side of the double LP.  
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you notice that record, that thing after like the second chorus 

starts building and building like crazy, and everybody’s just 

peaking it up ’cause we thought, ‘Man, this is it....’ After 

about ten minutes of this thing we’re cracking up at each 

other, at what we were doing. I mean, we peaked five 

minutes ago. Where do we go from here?”108 

 

From these early sessions a learning curve was traversed, and the Nashville Cats fell into 

Dylan’s work pattern, adopting it with characteristic acumen.  The sessions were completed 

in two blocks of recording sessions: February 14–17 and March 8–10, 1966. The break was 

necessary to accommodate Dylan’s touring schedule.109 110 

 

 The album, released in May 1966, went on be considered revolutionary.  In addition to 

being the first rock and roll double album, Blonde on Blonde is widely considered to be a 

touchstone in the history of Bob Dylan’s career as well as that of rock music in general.   

With Blonde on Blonde Dylan blazed iridescent trails of lyrical imagery and pushed song 

lengths on a rock album, redefining what the album format not only could be, but should 

be; free of the constrictions of temporal and subjective pretense so prevalent in the “single” 

or 45RPM format. The double album went to #9 on the Billboard 200 chart (quite 

impressive considering the higher sales price of a double album) and spawned two singles 

that reached the top twenty on the Billboard Top 100.  Rolling Stone magazine has ranked 

                                                
108 Willentz, Sean. "Mystic Nights: The Making of Blonde on Blonde in Nashville." Oxford American, 
Issue 58. Print. 
109 Gray, Michael. The Bob Dylan Encyclopedia. New York: Continuum, 2008. 58. Print. 
110 Heylin, Clinton. Bob Dylan: a Life in Stolen Moments Day by Day, 1941-1995. London: 1996. 90-92 
Print. 
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it number nine on its 500 Greatest Albums of All Time111 list, and innumerable other 

sources have lavished it with praise.  Simply put, Blonde on Blonde was a touchstone event 

in popular music.  The Nashville Cats had plenty to do with the album’s signature sound.  

Said Dylan years later of the aural shimmer that is resident in the album:  

 

The closest I ever got to the sound I hear in my mind was on 

individual bands in the Blonde on Blonde album. It's that thin, 

that wild mercury sound. It's metallic and bright gold, with 

whatever that conjures up.112  

 

 The Nashville Cats’ tight, crisp, and intuitively tactile performances helped bring Dylan’s 

compositions to life, no doubt spurring him on to realize his many works in progress.  So 

pleased was Dylan with the results, that he reprised the same triumvirate of producer, 

studio, and band for the John Wesley Harding and Nashville Skyline albums, released in 

1968 and 1969 respectively.  From these collaborations the “country rock” genre was 

forged.113 114   From there on out, increasing numbers of prominent rock musicians came to 

Nashville to record with local musicians.  Thus, the country musicianship of Nashville, and 

the hipness of rock and roll became inextricably linked.  Dylan recording in Nashville at 

Columbia Studio A allowed the rock and pop worlds a previously inaccessible vista of 

                                                
111 Various. "500 Greatest Albums of All Time." Rolling Stone. 31 May 2012. Web. 
112 "Bob Dylan: the Playboy Interview." Playboy Mar. 1978. Print. 
113  Wolff, Kurt, and Orla Duane. Country Music: the Rough Guide. New York: Rough Guides/Penguin 
Putnam, 2000. 392. Print. 
114  Shepherd, Andy Gill Jack. "70 reasons why Bob Dylan is the Most Important Figure in Pop-Culture 
History." The Independent. Independent Digital News and Media, 13 Oct. 2016. Web. 
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Music Row, as Charlie McCoy recently acknowledged: “Nashville was certified as a 

recording center in music to artists who might never have come here otherwise.”115   

 

Culturally speaking, Dylan didn’t make Nashville hip, so much as he helped show the 

world at large how hip Nashville could be.  What happened at Nashville’s Columbia Studio 

A during Bob Dylan’s recording sessions forever changed both rock and country music, 

and with them, affected a significant portion of American culture.   

 

Stand by Your Man: Offices as Historical Sites 

 

History made at Columbia Studios in Nashville was not confined to the studio spaces.  The 

offices were also sites of important historic events.  In these rooms contracts were signed, 

marketing strategies worked out, and—perhaps most importantly—songs were demoed and 

written.   None other than Owen Bradley first inhabited the office at Columbia Nashville 

Studios building that is now used by country music historian Don Cusic.116 117 118 When 

Columbia finished their major building campaign in 1964/65 it became the office of Billy 

Sherrill119, one of the leading country music songwriters of the 1960’s.  Cusic now makes 

his office in the same room, which is where at least one of country music’s most enduring 

anthems was written.  Cusic, motioning to the wall opposite from his desk explained: 

 
                                                
115 "Historic Columbia Studio A Reopens as Educational Space for Belmont Students." Belmont University 
News & Media. 2016. Web. 
116 Southern, John. Conversation with Don Cusic. December 2015. 
117 Figure 2.18.  
118 Depending on whether or not the original house was demolished or subsumed, as discussed earlier in the 
chapter 
119 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998. 482-483. Print. 
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It was right over against that wall; right there was an 

upright piano that Billy [Sherrill] had set up.  This is where 

“Stand by Your Man” was written … Tammy had an 

incredible voice; there was a teardrop on every note … I 

still get chills every now and then when I walk into this 

room.  I knew Tammy, and [through it all] she was still —

basically—an Alabama hairdresser.120 121 

 

 Here, Cusic makes an insightful remark.  He is not lamenting that Wynette failed to 

become sophisticated and urbanized.  Rather, he is revering her for a retained rural 

working-class sensibility and vulnerability, which is the very essence of authenticity in the 

country music community.122  Further, Cusic is acknowledging that she retained “country” 

authenticity despite her acculturation to various urban paradigms.  Fans of Wynette have 

Billy Sherrill to thank for Wynnette’s big break.  He signed her to Epic Records (a 

subsidiary of Columbia) in 1965.  In addition to being an effective and creative record 

producer, Sherrill was a prolific, influential writer.  Like many of his contemporaries, he 

often composed in an office environment.  During his time at Columbia/Epic as a 

songwriter/producer he wrote or co-wrote chart-toppers for George Jones and Charlie Rich, 

in addition to Tammy Wynette, and others. A writer and producer who borrowed freely 

from genres outside country music, Sherrill was a key figure who, along with Chet 

                                                
120 Southern, John. Conversation with Don Cusic. December 2015. 
121 Wynette’s first profession. According to Cusic, Wynette kept her beautician’s license current until her 
death in 1998. “Always have something to fall back on,” added Cusic with a laugh. 
122 Fox, Aaron A. Real Country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture. Durham, NC: Duke U 
Press, 2007. 31,44. Print. 



  62 

Atkins123 and Owen Bradley helped to define the Countrypolitan124 esthetic in the 1960s.  

Among other locations in Nashville, the office spaces in the building were sites of this 

esthetic innovation. 

 
Figure 2.20: Dec. 2015. Don Cusic, Curb Professor of Music Industry History at Belmont 
University in his office, which is also the room where “Stand by Your Man” was written in 
1968. Photo by John Southern 

 
Figure 2.21: Ca. 1970’s. History was made in the offices of Columbia Recording Studios 
in Nashville. Pictured are Tammy Wynette and Billy Sherrill. They wrote one of country 
music’s most beloved standards in a small office on 34 Music Square East’s second floor. 

                                                
123 Bio in Chapter Three. 
124 A term often used to describe the Nashville Sound and the cultural marriage between rural poetics and  
metro/cosmopolitan perspectives of technology, grandiosity, fashion, and industry.   
See: Sanjek, Russell. American Popular Music and its Business: The First Four Hundred Years. New 
York: Oxford U Press, 1988. Print. 
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Photo: Wall Street Journal 
https://si.wsj.net/public/resources/images/ARAB294_STANDB_DV_20130131193912.jpg 
 
 
 
 The facility continued to operate until 1982, at which point Columbia ceased  

recording operations in the building.  There were several reasons for the closure of 

Columbia Studios in Nashville, but research has revealed that the main causes were that 

artists wanted more autonomy in their choice of a studio to record in,125 in addition to the 

fact that some felt that Columbia was reluctant in keeping the facilities fully up to date to 

make them technologically competent for contemporary productions.  The less artists 

booked sessions at Studios A and B, the less Columbia could justify renovations, creating a 

vicious circle of disinterest for both sides.  Additionally, many at the time preferred bigger 

rooms and Columbia’s were already fully built out as far as they could be on the building’s 

footprint.  Exacerbating matters was the arrival of the studio kickback, 126 which cut into the 

bottom line at corporate recording studios. After studio operations ceased, Columbia made 

the spaces available to the art department at the label.127  Later, Columbia divested 

themselves of corporate activity and interest in the building altogether, moving operations 

to a new space on 18th Ave. South in 1987.128  Shortly thereafter, the studios were gutted of 

all equipment and acoustic materials.  The equipment was property of Columbia Records 

and was either sold or transferred elsewhere.  The unique barn wood materials in the 

Quonset Hut/Studio B were sold off as souvenirs. Studio A’s acoustic materials129 are 

presumed to have gone to a landfill as debris. Michael Janas recalls a stark image of the 

                                                
125 A dilemma that is discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters of this work. 
126 Discussed in the latter half of Chapter Four. 
127 Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015. 
128 "Quonset Hut HABS TN-268" Library of Congress. 2012. 4. PDF. 
129 Why send them to the dump? It seems that the paneling (quite expensive by the square foot) could’ve 
been resold. Perhaps it was? 
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aftermath: “Once Columbia was finished here, both studios were empty shells, all interior 

wall materials were just gone.”130 

 

From Empty Shells to “Living-Learning Museums”: The Preservation of Columbia 

Recording Studios in Nashville 

 

The complex at 34 Music Square East remained vacant for an extended number of years. 

Redevelopment attention focused on the lot, putting the building in danger of demolition.  

In 2005, the Mike Curb131 Foundation bought the property for $2.6 million with the 

intention of preserving it for use as classrooms in the recording arts.  Michael Janas 

explains that after the buildings were secured from demolition, developing a strategy for 

renovation was key: 

 

When we first set about renovating the Quonset hut, the first 

thought was: ‘lets make it just like it was in the early sixties’ 

so I got together with a master carpenter/cabinet maker.  He 

brought in calipers and we puzzled over what type of wood 

was used, how thick, the lengths, the widths, the whole bit.  

It turned out that the price to restore the space with barn 

wood to its 1962 state was astronomical.  I ran the number 

                                                
130 Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015. 
131 Mike Curb (b. 1944) is a country music philanthropist and preservationist who made previously his 
mark as musician, songwriter, politician, and music mogul.  He has used his great success in the music 
business toward the realization of many successful philanthropic activities, and his charitable endeavors are 
unparalleled in their advocacy of the historic built environment as it pertains to Music Row, and higher 
education regarding country music.   
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by Mike [Curb] and he immediately said ‘No.’ (laughs) 

‘Thank you, but it ain’t gonna happen.  Come up with 

something else.’  

 

 So, for Janas, it was back to the proverbial drawing board. After puzzling over the barn 

wood dilemma, he had an epiphany: “I thought ‘Why not use modern acoustic treatments?’  

So, then we were off and running. The figure I presented to Mike was accepted.”132  

 
Figure 2.22: Mike Curb inspects progress on the Quonset hut’s renovation in 2006. Larry 
McCormack/The Tennessean  

 

 Soon the work was underway for the Quonset hut, which was completed in 2009.133 134   At 

that point, the fate of the space that had been Columbia Studio A had to be decided upon.  

Janas had thought of using the room as more of an informal gathering space for lectures 

and social events related to the recording arts program.  “Mike was insistent that the space 

                                                
132 Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015. 
133 "Nashville Skyline, November 2009." Nashville Skyline, November 2009. Mixonline. Web.  
134 Figures 2.21-23. 
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remain Columbia Studio A, a recording studio.  He was quite adamant about that.  So, we 

did for that space what we had done for the Quonset hut; renovated it with modern acoustic 

treatments.”135  With the Quonset hut already functioning as a recording classroom for 

several years, in May 2014, Columbia Studio A was rededicated with a gathering that 

included Columbia Studios alumni Brenda Lee, Harold Bradley, and—naturally—Charlie 

McCoy.136  Curb’s plan had made sure that the new studios remain analog137 recording 

environments to preserve that style of recording as an art form.  So, in a twofold coup of 

preservation, Curb had ensured that their present-day students of the recording arts would 

transmit recording techniques from Nashville’s heyday to future generations.  Curb College 

of Entertainment and Music Business Professor Dr. Wesley Bulla describes the mission of 

the studios as such:  

 

The facility is a unique recording studio that will allow 

students to ‘step back in time’ into a classic 1970s-era 

recording facility and gain hands-on experience by working 

with refurbished vintage equipment on class work, weekly 

labs and recording individual projects.  Belmont will utilize 

the facility as a ‘living-learning museum’ by maintaining 

historically appropriate equipment in peak functional 

                                                
135 Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015. 
136 “Another Legendary Music Row Studio Preserved As A Recording Classroom." WPLN News Archive. 
2014. Web. 
137 “An analog recording is made by then imprinting [an audio] signal directly onto the master tape (via 
magnetization) or master record (via grooves) – from which copies can be made into cassette tapes and 
vinyl records. Digital recordings take that analog signal and convert it into a digital representation of the 
sound, which is essentially a series of numbers for digital software to interpret.” Gans, Dave. "Digital vs 
Analog Audio: An Overview." Klipsch. 2017. Web.  
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order—a recording studio time machine where students 

explore music-recording techniques that produced some of 

the greatest hit recordings in the history of music.138 

 

At the reopening ceremonies of Columbia Studio A, one request made by Curb was that the 

seasoned professionals (Nashville Cats and former Columbia producers and engineers) 

return when time allowed to “…show the college kids how it’s done.”139 

 

 Curb has given Belmont University program a 40-year lease on the building at one dollar 

per year.  The total value of his donations for Columbia Recording Studios Classrooms is 

in excess of $10 million.140  Due to its extensive interior remodeling and exterior 

modifications141, the property as a whole is considered ineligible for inclusion to the 

National Register of Historic Places.142  

 

                                                
138 "Belmont University Installs Symphony I/O in Historic Columbia Studio A." Apogee Electronics. 2015. 
Web.  
139"Another Legendary Music Row Studio Preserved As A Recording Classroom." WPLN News Archive. 
2014. Web.  
140 "Curb Lets Belmont Have 40 Years on Historic Music Row property." The Nashville Ledger. 2014. 
Web.  
141 According to NTHP Senior Field Officer Carolyn Brackett. 
142 The author respectfully disagrees with this. The recording studios, aside from removal of equipment and 
interior paneling etc. are largely as they were in 1965. The building’s structure and layout are extant. The 
takeaway is that the work of the Mike Curb Foundation has done more to secure the property than a 
National Register listing ever could, which is further proof that historic preservation works most powerfully 
at the local level. 



  68 

 
Figure 2.23: Dec. 2015. Michael Janas in the recording room of the Quonset hut/Columbia 
Studio B. 
Photo by John Southern 
 

 
Figure 2.24: Dec. 2015. Michael Janas showing the author the Quonset hut’s renovated 
control room. Photo by John Southern 
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Figure 2.25: Linda Curb, Mike Curb, Harold Bradley, and Charlie McCoy at the reopening 
of Columbia Studio A in 2014.  
Belmont University 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2.26: Dec. 2015. The recording room in Columbia Studio A. 
Photo by John Southern 
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Figure 2.27: Columbia Studio A’s new control room. 2014. 
http://www.apogeedigital.com/blog/belmont-university-installs-symphony-io-historic-
columbia-studio 
  
The Bradley brothers started the original country music business on Music Row.  Their 

studio began as an improvised venture but in less than ten years of operation became 

successful enough to attract the attention of an entertainment conglomerate and be 

absorbed by it when Columbia purchased the original house/Quonset hut unit. Just as the 

Quonset hut was gradually subsumed by the subsequent building campaigns made by its 

corporate purchasers, so too was its independent, gritty, and ingenious methodology. What 

the Bradleys made became assimilated into the Columbia Recording Studios both 

physically and philosophically. The impact of the music recorded there—including Patsy 

Cline’s Owen Bradley-produced singles and Bob Dylan’s legendary sessions—were 

groundbreaking events, profoundly changing country and even rock and roll music. The 

complex’s repurposing as an educational facility has given it renewed function and 

sensibility, but it must be remembered that it was purchased and preserved by the Mike 

Curb Foundation due to the immensity of the history-making events that transpired there.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

ATKINS AND SHOLES CREATE A CORPORATE BEACHHEAD: RCA STUDIO B 

 

   With the opening of RCA Studio B in 1957, a second major recording studio and 

corporate presence arrived in the Music Row neighborhood.  RCA Studio B, along with 

Bradley Studio became part of a two-studio leadership in the conception, innovation, and 

documentation of the Nashville Sound.    

 

     Located at 1611 Roy Acuff Place in Nashville, RCA Victor Studio (historically known 

as RCA Studio B) is a privately owned property that currently functions as a museum and 

educational research facility.143 

 
Figure 3.1: Exterior of RCA Studio B. ca. 1990’s. 
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/B/studiob02.jpg   

 
                                                
143 Figure 3.1 
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Physicality  

 

 The architecture and materials of the building are typical of midcentury design. RCA 

Studio B is a one- and two-story building, with a poured concrete foundation and concrete 

block walls, crowned by a flat roof on both stories that has an asphalt/aggregate covering. 

Aluminum gutters and downspouts complete the rain system.  The author’s impression of 

the building’s exterior was that it was indefinable beyond being midcentury in origin. 

Indeed, the NRHP registration form classifies the building as having architecturally “no 

style”.144 

 

     The building’s poured concrete foundation supports an exterior envelope that is 

constructed of concrete block, with minimal fenestration.  The one story north façade is 

windowless. Painted concrete blocks covered with an alternating relief of decorative 

concrete block squares, which are arranged corner-to-corner, comprise this one-story 

section.  Each of the concrete squares measures eight by eight inches, which creates a 

“checkerboard” design on the façade.  Historic photographic records demonstrate this 

scheme, which was added when the windows of the north façade were covered over in 

1973. It was patterned after an identical esthetic treatment that was in place by 1966 along 

the eastern section of the north façade.  All in all, this decorative field of masonry measures 

approximately thirty-four feet long by nine and one-half feet high.  

 

                                                
144 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. 2. PDF. 
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The second-story portion of the building is visible from the façade, as well as from all 

elevations.  Its facades are comprised of unornamented, painted concrete blocks, and are 

covered with a flat roof.  An ovular-shaped sign that incorporates white lettering over a red 

base reads “RCA Victor Studio” is located on the second story’s north façade.  On the far 

western edge of the north façade is the main entrance to the building, which is housed in a 

concrete porch that is enclosed on three sides.  With an opening that measures sixty-four 

inches wide, the porch is accessed by three steps with a steel handrail, which ascend from 

street level to porch level.  The door assembly spans the width of the porch.  The three-foot 

door is accessorized by a sidelight and is of aluminum and glass construction typical to 

mid-century design.  The porch is roofed and is slightly lower in height than the roofline of 

the first story.  There are two bronze plaques near the opening of the porch.  One 

commemorates the 2002 purchase and restoration of the building by the Mike Curb 

Foundation. The second plaque honors the studio’s 1957 opening, and its 1993 donation by 

Dan and Margaret Maddox145 to the Country Music Foundation.   

 

The interior of the building is comprised of the original studio space, including the control room, 

restrooms, lounge, and the ca. 1960 addition.  All of the preceding spaces are largely 

unaltered/unchanged from their original state, aside from minor alterations.  The main recording 

room in the building aka Studio B is a large rectangular room that measures approximately forty-

two and one half feet long by twenty-seven feet wide and thirteen feet in height.  Three sides of 

the walls of Studio B have been contoured for acoustical response, and undulate in three-foot 

intervals.   The intention was to baffle and absorb transient sound waves, thus deadening the 
                                                
145 The National Register registration form lists Dan Maddox as the original owner of the RCA Studio B lot 
and building. RCA and their successors leased the property from Maddox through the years until its 
donation in 1993. 
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room’s acoustics.  Rising from the floor line to a height of three feet is a field of red carpeting, 

which was installed as a further acoustic treatment.  Above this area, and rising to the ceiling, the 

walls are covered in one-foot by one-foot panels of acoustic tiles.  Photographs from earlier in 

the building’s period of significance show various materials applied to the undulating walls 

including burlap and an indeterminate type of curtains. The precise dates of the preceding 

acoustic treatments are unknown, but the wall undulations were probably installed in the late 

1960’s to early 1970’s.  The burlap was replaced with acoustic tiles during a 1996 renovation. 

The southern wall of the studio’s interior is treated with an arrangement of beveled sections of 

paneling in a “zigzag” arrangement, which was installed in the 1960’s to ameliorate the room’s 

acoustics.  The floor covering is that of linoleum tiles, in 1-foot by 1-foot sections, arranged in a 

diagonally running checkerboard pattern.  This tile floor covers two previous flooring treatments: 

The first was the original 10-inch by 10-inch tiles of linoleum-and-asbestos flooring ca. 1957. 

The second was Linoleum flooring that was placed over the original in the 1960’s.146 

                                                
146 Figure 3.2 
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Figure 3.2: Plan view for RCA Studio B ca. 2012. Identifying text added by John Southern. RCA 
Studio B: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form. Washington DC: National Park 
Service, 2012. 201. PDF. 
 

 The room is lit by nine overhead light fixtures, each of which contain four incandescent 

lights, and are presumed to date to 1957.  The north wall of this room is a smooth surface 

(no undulations) and contains the double-doors that lead into the ca. 1960 addition area.   

Also contained in this wall is a double paned observation window that looks into the Studio 

B recording room as a vantage point from the “Studio D” portion of the addition area.   It 

was installed in 1996 to facilitate viewings during guided/sightseeing tours.147   The wall 

that divides Studio B from the control room is fitted with two double-paned windows, the 

first of which measures five-feet wide by four-feet tall and the second measuring nine-feet 

                                                
147 The double-panes are neither ornamental nor antitheft; they function as an acoustically functional 
feature of the space, i.e. the addition of the window makes sense from a preservationist’s standpoint 
because it did not harm the full functionality of the area as a recording studio.  Double-paned windows are 
common to all recording studios where visual access is needed between the recording room and any other 
space e.g. control room or mix room. Double-paned windows cancel the transient audible vibrations that a 
single-paned window is susceptible to. 
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wide by four-feet tall.  Access to the control room is afforded by two doors, which are 

located at each end of the wall.  Trim throughout the studio is of a rough unfinished “barn 

board” type.   

 

An inventory of recording equipment and musical instruments remain in the recording 

room:  A 1942 Steinway and Sons Model B grand piano that was used by session pianist 

Floyd Cramer (of note: “It’s Now or Never” by Elvis Presley and his own “Last Date”); a 

Deagon No. 1000 Vibra-Harp vibraphone ca. late 1950’s, as well as a Deagon No. 1200 

Marimba ca.; a Helmes Celeste and a Lyon & Healy upright piano with thumbtack 

treatments to its hammers.  Both of these instruments are original to the studio.   

 

The control room measures twenty-seven feet wide by twelve-feet long.   It is currently 

home to a 24-track recording system that was installed in 2003, and is fully functional.   

Vintage equipment still in use in the control room includes two original Teletronix LA-2A 

tube-type limiters.148  From the floor to a height of fifty inches, rough-hewn wooden barn 

board comprises a wall treatment, above this level and to the ceiling, twelve-inch by 

twelve-inch acoustical tiles form a secondary wall covering/acoustic treatment.  The ceiling 

is at a height of eight feet.  At the north wall there is a double paned observation window 

that measures ten-foot wide, four foot tall.  Like the window previously mentioned in the 

recording room, it was installed in 1996 to facilitate viewing during guided/sightseeing 

                                                
148 A limiter is a device commonly used in professional recording.  Its function is to automatically limit 
gain (volume) to a certain peak range, thus eliminating or minimizing distortion from being committed to 
tape.  The controls of limiters set the peak maximum level.  When audio signals approach this preset level, 
the gain is automatically reduced in order to prevent the peak signal from overriding/surpassing set level.   
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tours.  A pair of large wooden audio monitors flanks the window.  Evidence dates their use 

to at least as early as 1959, thus they are assumed to be original to the studio.149   

 

 The echo chamber—which is original to the studio—is situated in the second story portion 

of the building that is directly above the control room.   The echo chamber measures 

approximately eleven feet, five inches by ten feet, eight inches.   It has nine-foot ceilings, 

with beveled walls made of hard plaster, which have been coated with shellac.   This 

treatment makes the room highly “reflective” in an acoustical sense.   When a microphone 

and speaker are placed in this space, a variety of reverberations may be recorded and added 

to the finished recording.   In the course of a recording session, audio from the speaker 

would project into the chamber, and the specially prepared surfaces would reverberate that 

audio.   A microphone strategically placed in the chamber picked up the altered audio and 

fed it back downstairs and into the control room’s mixing board.   Additionally, the split 

second delay that came from the signal loop was capable of adding desired enhancement to 

the signal as it was processed.150 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
149 The architectural description in this chapter represents information adapted from the 2012 National 
Register of Historic Places Registration form, in addition to my own observations and data collection 
during fieldwork in July and December of 2015. 
150 Parsons, Alan, and Julian Colbeck. Alan Parsons' Art & Science of Sound Recording: The Book. 
Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 2014. Ch. 11. Print.  
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Social, Cultural, and Commercial History of RCA Studio B 

 
From 1940 to 1960 the music business in the United States underwent a radical 

metamorphosis in its inner workings and dealings.  The changes that occurred included the 

relationships between songwriters, publishers, record companies, and radio stations, all of 

which expanded and complicated the country music industry.  These changes also resulted 

in an ever-increasing variety of people from various locations, enabling a democratic style 

of contribution. As this expansion took place, national music corporations became involved 

in the nascent Nashville music industry, including RCA records. Broadcast Music 

International (BMI) democratized the process of royalty collection and allocation.  One no 

longer had to have a “hit” song to be allocated royalties.151  This innovation served to 

nurture the emergence of the country music genre as an economically viable business. In 

fact, country music accounted for nearly twenty percent of national sales by 1955.152 153 154 

155 

 
 Shortly after the conclusion of World War II, manufacturing limits for the production of 

phonograph records were lifted.  The predominant format of the time was the 78-RPM.156  

                                                
151 Kingsbury, Paul. The Explosion of American Music, 1940-1990: BMI 50th Anniversary. Nashville: 
Country Music Foundation. 1990. 6-14. Print.      
152 Billboard: February 27, 1943: 92.  March 3, 1956: 53.       
153 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. 14-16. PDF.  
154 Sanjek, Russell. From Print to Plastic: Publishing and Promoting America's Popular Music, 1900-1980. 
Brooklyn, NY. Institute for Studies in American Music, 1983. 39-49. Print.  
155 Ibid. 
156 “Any flat disc record, made between about 1898 and the late 1950s and playing at a speed around 78 
revolutions per minute is called a "78" by collectors.  The materials of which discs were made and with 
which they were coated were also various; shellac eventually became the commonest material.      
“Generally 78s are made of a brittle material that uses a shellac resin (thus their other name is shellac 
records).  During and after World War II when shellac supplies were extremely limited, some 78 rpm 
records were pressed in vinyl instead of shellac (wax), particularly the six-minute 12" 78 rpm records 
produced by V-Disc for distribution to US troops in World War II. ”  
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A resulting flurry of production occurred to keep up with demand, and prices dropped.  

Also, during the early 1950’s the 78-RPM format was overtaken by the then recently 

introduced 33 and 1/3 RPM Long Playing (LP) vinyl record.  In addition to offering the 

consumer more music (more than twenty minutes per side), LP’s cut manufacturing and 

shipping unit costs compared with the 78-RPM, which typically could hold no more than 

three minutes of playback per side.  This revitalization in the recording industry was 

responsible for the nationwide proliferation of small and independent labels, which became 

analogous to “minor leagues” in baseball, fostering emerging talent that was often scouted 

and signed by “big league” teams.  Such was the story of the Sun Record Company and 

Elvis Presley.   When an undeniable buzz built up around Presley in 1954-55, Steve Sholes 

aggressively outbid Atlantic Records’ Ahmet Ertegun to buy out Presley’s Sun contract 

from Sun owner Sam Phillips.  For a total of $35,000, Sholes signed the twenty-year-old 

Elvis to RCA Victor.157 158  159 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
http://www.library.yale.edu/cataloging/music/historyof78rpms.htm, Tribe, Ivan M. Country: a Regional 
Exploration.  Westport, Conn: Greenwood, 2006.  xix.  Print.      
157 Guralnick, Peter.  Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis Presley.  Boston: Little, Brown, 1994. 381-
383.  eBook.   
158 Figure 3.3 
159 Sanjek, Russell, and David Sanjek. Pennies from Heaven: the American Popular Music Business in the 
Twentieth Century. New York: Da Capo Press, 1996. Print. 
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Fig 3.3: Steve Sholes and Elvis Presley celebrate the occasion of Presley signing with RCA 
Records in New York City.  Sholes was instrumental in the buying out of Elvis’ recording 
contract from Sun Records. December 1955. 
 
 
     Upon its release, Presley’s first album sold in excess of 360,000 units and became 

RCA’s first million-dollar gross from a single record.  The LP album Elvis Presley also 

went on to become the first ever to sell one million copies.160 161   

 

                                                
160 Victor, Adam.  The Elvis Encyclopedia.  New York: Overlook Duckworth, 2008.  136.    
161 Figure 3.4 
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     Similarly, after the FCC lifted wartime restrictions on issuing station licenses, the 

number of radio stations in the United States grew from 700 in 1945 to 3000 by 1957.  By 

that time, radio stations had switched from live talent and depended primarily on 

phonograph recordings for their musical programming.  By 1960, phonograph technology 

had—through the reciprocity of radio promotion and retail unit sales—reached dizzying 

heights of influence, popularity, and profitability. At the close of the 1950’s phonograph 

player sales reached a quarter of a billion dollars per year.162 163  Although magnetic tape 

was state-of-the-art for recording music164, by 1960 the phonograph remained the 

predominant playback technology, in both broadcast usage165 and home usage.166   

Consequently, RCA Records used some of that considerable income to invest in 

Nashville’s country music industry.  

 

 

                                                
162 Pugh, Ronnie. Liner Notes for Gentleman Jim: 1955-1959. Bear Family Records, 1989. CD 
163 Guralnick, Peter.  Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis Presley.  Boston: Little, Brown, 1994.   237. 
164 In 1945, magnetic tape began to replace direct-to-disk recording technology due to its undeniable 
superiority of audio fidelity compared with the latter.  From 1950 forward, magnetic tape was a recording 
industry standard, and would remain unchallenged until the advent of digital audio.   In tandem with the 
magnetic tape advent was the innovation of microgroove technology, which made possible the 12” vinyl 
High Fidelity phonograph record.  http://www.aes.org/aeshc/docs/recording.technology.history/magnetic4.       
165 Figure 3.5 
166 Billboard.  1 June 1960.        
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Figure 3.4: RIAA Gold Record Award for the Elvis Presley LP.  
http://www.gottahaverockandroll.com/ItemImages/000004/rr0111-587_lg.jpeg 
 

` 
Figure 3.5: A midcentury radio station broadcasting booth (note profusion of phonograph 
turntables).  Ca. 1956.  
http://www oldradio.com/archives/stations/tus/KTKTAM.jpg 
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Figure 3.6: L-R Chet Atkins, Charlie Lamb, Steve Sholes ca. 1950’s. 
http://3.bpblogspot.com/_pND18bdVwXI/TByUWh3qRXI/AAAAAAAAagY/AL7bs3fNZeE/s400/C.+Atkins+%2
6+C.+Lamb.jpg 
 
     

 Atkins and Sholes: Country Music Visionaries 

 

The realization of  RCA Studio B was made possible through a venture launched by 

Chester Burton “Chet” Atkins (1924-2001) and Stephen Henry “Steve” Sholes (1911-

1968).167  

 
 
Among the pantheon of country music greats, no one has surpassed Chet Atkins in terms of 

versatility, vision, and respect.  His influence on a legion of guitarists across various genres 

who came after him in his half century as a performer—including Duane Eddy, George 

                                                
167 Figure 3.6 
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Harrison, Earl Klugh, and Mark Knopfler—cannot be overestimated.  As a producer, he 

helmed the recording sessions for a seemingly innumerable collection of hit singles, and as 

a businessman he was instrumental in the creation of two of Music Row’s most iconic 

recording studios.  Finally, Chet Atkins was a savvy judge of prospective talent for RCA 

Victor Records as an A&R man168.  

 

A native of the town of Luttrell in the hill country of eastern Tennessee, Chet was born the 

son of James Atkins, a traveling music instructor.  Chet Atkins began playing guitar and 

fiddle around the age of eight shortly after his parents were divorced.  Once his mother had 

remarried and his musical competency further developed, Chet began regularly playing 

with his brother, sister, and stepfather in their country music act.  Shortly after high school 

Atkins secured a job playing for WNOX radio in Knoxville.  The timing of his arrival on 

the radio scene proved to be fortuitous for Atkins, who began making valuable connections 

within the industry.  While his reputation as an incredibly facile guitarist grew, it also had a 

double-edged effect on his career.  As a guitarist, Atkins had a complex fingerpicking 

technique that set him apart from many other players, and his sense of harmony was quite 

sophisticated.  However, some perceived this as over-refinement, and Atkins was fired 

from a gig at KWTO radio in Springfield, MO for sounding too jazzy and not “hillbilly” 

enough.  However, there was one man who took favorable notice of Atkins’ bold 

willingness to bridge the genres of jazz and country.  RCA Victor’s Steve Sholes was 

                                                
168 “A&R stands for Artists and Repertoire. It is the division of a record label that is responsible for talent 
scouting and the artistic and commercial development of the recording artist. It also acts as a liaison 
between the artist and the record label.”  What Does an A&R Person Do? - Music Business Terms. Music 
Careers. 2014. Web. 
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suitably impressed; with both what he heard, and Atkins’ personality.  Sholes signed Atkins 

to a contract as a singer/guitarist in 1947.169 170 

 

  
It was through his professional relationship with Sholes171  that Chet Atkins was able to 

achieve so many of his innovative contributions to the world of country music: particularly 

as it was manifested in the music industry of Nashville.172  In the 1940’s Sholes had been 

RCA records’ head of country and rhythm and blues recording.  Though based in New 

York, Sholes had signed a variety of acts in the country and jazz idioms, including in 

addition to Chet Atkins, Jim Reeves, Jelly Roll Morton, and Dizzy Gillespie.  Sholes 

traveled to Nashville frequently on recording assignments that featured local artists.  Sholes 

hired Atkins to assist him in the city in 1952 and together they became a force in the 

emergence of Nashville as a major recording center for various forms of music including 

country, gospel, pop, and rhythm and blues.  As Sholes became increasingly familiar with 

the local scene in Nashville, he sensed a need for an RCA recording studio in the city, 

before persuading RCA to lease new recording facilities in Nashville in 1957.  Presley’s 

phenomenal commercial success assured Sholes’ rise through the ranks at RCA.  By 1961 

Sholes had become RCA’s West Coast manager, a promotion that necessitated his 

relocation to Los Angeles.  In 1963 Sholes was promoted yet again this time to vice 

president for pop production, and returned to New York.  Sholes' influence on the contour 

of the country music industry in Nashville was substantial, and he sat on the board of 

                                                
169 Kingsbury, Paul, ed.  Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  Cary, NC, 
USA: Oxford University Press, USA, 1998. “Chet Atkins” 20-21. Print. 
170 Atkins, Chet, and William Neely. Country Gentleman. Chicago, IL: H. Regnery, 1974. Print. 
171 Figure 3.7 
172 Malone, Bill C. Country Music, U.S.A. Austin: U of Texas, 1985. 210-15. Print. 
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directors for the Country Music Association and the Country Music Foundation.  He was a 

key figure in the founding of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum,173 to which he 

was inducted in 1967 one year before his death in Nashville of a heart attack.174 175 176 

 

 

 
Figure 3.7: Henry “Steve” Sholes. Undated, 
http://smhttp.47704.nexcesscdn.net/801EC7D/assets/images/uploads/artists/Stephen-H-
Sholes.jpg 
 

                                                
173 Figure 3.8 
174 Kingsbury, Paul, ed.  Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  Cary, NC, 
USA: Oxford University Press, USA, 1998.  483.    
175 Malone, Bill C. Country Music, U. S. A. Austin: U of Texas, 1985.  266.    
176 Cusic, Don.  Discovering Country Music.  Westport, CT: Praeger, 2008.  62-63.    
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Figure 3.8: Steve Sholes’ Country Music Hall of Fame plaque.   
http://image2.findagrave.com/photos/2011/182/72443264_130961876983.jpg 
 

Sholes and Atkins initially set up recording operations at 1525 McGavock Street in a studio 

RCA leased part-time from the Television, Radio, and Film Commission (TRAFCO) of the 

Methodist Church. RCA’s shared usage of Methodist Church spatial domain represents a 

distinct partnership, possibly the first of its kind.  Later in the twentieth century, 

interdenominational and/or interfaith ventures would make use of sharing common space in 

religious buildings.177  RCA brought their own recording paraphernalia with them, pleasing 

their staff engineers, who preferred working with familiar equipment. Sholes and Atkins’ 

recording operation was successful at the McGavock Street facility, where they recorded a 

number of Top Ten hits for RCA.178  

 

                                                
177 Tomlan, Michael A.  Historic Preservation: Caring for Our Expanding Legacy.  New York:  Springer, 
2014.  340-41.  Print.     
178 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006. 15. Print. 
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 For three years, the TRAFCO studios functioned as RCA’s main site of recording 

production in Nashville.  Aside from a plethora of country music recordings made at the 

site, “Heartbreak Hotel”—the single many historians believe to be the seminal recording in 

rock and roll—was cut at TRAFCO. Although the building continued to house a recording 

studio and office space under various proprietors and ownerships through the years, it 

failed to receive the reverence and advocacy that the Bradley Studios and RCA Studio B 

had.  When the property owner decided to level it in order to make room for a parking lot, 

public and private response was insufficient to save the building.  Despite the considerable 

role it played in the history of country and rock and roll music, the building was 

unceremoniously demolished in 2006. 179 180 181  The fate of the building that housed 

TRAFCO on McGavock Street provides a good “snapshot” of what a lack of public 

interest/intervention in the preservation of a worthy building can too often result in, as well 

as providing as a wakeup call for preservation advocacy of Music Row.   

 
Figure 3.9: 1525 McGavock Street ca.1980.  
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/mcGavock80.jpg 
 

                                                
179 "RCA Recording Studio in Nashville, TN – Where “Heartbreak Hotel” Was Recorded." ROCK AND 
ROLL GPS. 2015. Web.  
180  Figures 3.9-3.11 
181 Block, Melissa. "'Heartbreak' Studio Demolished for Parking Lost." NPR.org. 20 Jan. 2006. Web. 
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Figure 3.10: 1525 McGavock Street in 2003.  
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/1525McGavock. jpg.  
 

 
Figure 3.11: Rubble of the 1525 McGavock Street building following its demolition in 
2006.  
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/bilde.jpg 
 
      

In 1956, rock and roll music was having an adverse impact on the country music business. 

Elvis Presley and a rapidly expanding stable of rock and roll artists were changing demand 
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within radio programming, record sales, and concert attendance. Country music historian 

Don Cusic explains: 

 

Country music had been hit by the perfect storm: as the 

national sponsors left radio for TV, the radio stations 

abandoned live talent for records so the barn dances began 

to leave the air.  Since TV aimed its programs at families, 

teenagers found a home at radio, which played rock n’ roll 

records.  The result was that country music almost 

disappeared from the radio airwaves.  Or, rather, the music 

that country performers increasingly played did not sound 

like the country music of old.182 

 

The emergence of television and the popularity of rockabilly acts that followed in Elvis 

Presley’s wake also served to damage the country music concert circuit by lowering gate 

sales throughout the country music concert circuit of the American South.183  This had a 

disproportionate impact on more tradition-based country acts—such as the bluegrass, folk 

country, and gospel country subgenres—and this threat caught the attention of Sholes and 

Atkins.      

  
In order to stem the losses resulting from the rock and roll phenomenon, executives in the 

country music recording industry launched a trifecta of initiatives.  First, they retained the 

                                                
182 Cusic, Don. Discovering Country Music. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2008. 75. Print. 
183 Escott, Colin. "All Shook Up: The Rock Revolution and the Nashville Sound," in Paul Kingsbury and 
Alanna Nash, eds., Will the Circle Be Unbroken: Country Music in America. New York: DK Publishing, 
2006. 214-22. Print. 
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mainstream country artists while reformatting and refitting their production styles with 

better recording studios, more imaginative engineers, and more virtuosic session players. 

Secondly, they used pop/country singers to appeal to a broader adult audience. Producers 

also featured jazzy piano, orchestral string sections, and sophisticated background vocal 

treatments to create a more culturally inclusive and commercially accessible sound. Third 

—and perhaps most shrewdly of the three—a plan was developed to cash in on the 

immense teenage record-buying market by signing rockabilly artists.  RCA had done just 

that by signing Elvis Presley in 1955.  Although Presley’s popularity may have hurt the 

country market, RCA had been shrewd in making sure those receipts would come home to 

the label, whether they were generated by a country artist or rockabilly act like Elvis.  

Presley’s first Nashville session for “Heartbreak Hotel” produced a single that topped both 

the country and pop charts.184  Elvis Presley generated no less than six chart-toppers 

throughout 1956-57.   The TRAFCO session that resulted in “Heartbreak Hotel”185 was the 

maiden voyage of the Presley recording juggernaut in Nashville, a production run that 

eventually totaled more than 230 tracks recorded at RCA Studio B.186 187 188 

                                                
184 Figure 3.12 
185 Figure 3.13 
186 Escott, Colin. "All Shook Up: The Rock Revolution and the Nashville Sound," in Paul Kingsbury and 
Alanna Nash, eds., Will the Circle Be Unbroken: Country Music in America. New York: DK Publishing, 
2006. 220-222. Print. 
187 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006. 33-34. Print. 
188 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. 16-18. PDF. 
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Figure 3.12: 1956. Elvis Presley holding a Gold Record award commemorating sales in 
excess of 1,000,000 copies for “Heartbreak Hotel”. http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-
photo/elvis-presley-holding-framed-gold-record-of-heartbreak-news-photo/50583618 

 
Figure 3.13: April 14, 1956.  Elvis Presley listens to a playback in the TRAFCO studio at 
1525 McGavock Street. Directly behind Presley are Steve Sholes (L) and Chet Atkins (R).  
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/McGavock/ep_studio%20(2).jpg 
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     The strategy would eventually pay off, when more and more country singles began to 

appear in the Top Ten of the Billboard Top 100 Chart, which also served to de-regionalize 

country music, and make it a nationwide pop entity.189 190  However, in order to more 

effectively realize their strategy, RCA would first need to commission a full-service 

modern recording studio of their own with which to reformat of the sound of modern 

country music, and record their rock and roll acts.  Thus, the ad hoc studios at TRAFCO 

quickly proved unsatisfactory.  Most prominent amongst TRAFCO’s deficiencies were its 

testy acoustics.  Notably, the studio’s curved ceiling made the room overly reflective of 

bass frequencies, exaggerating their response and presence into various microphones in the 

room. This proved frustrating, especially to Chet Atkins.191  Added to this was the constant 

requirement of scheduling RCA recording sessions so as not to conflict with TRAFCO 

Methodist Church activities.  Hence, the need for a new studio revealed itself. Steve Sholes 

was able to convince RCA that a new studio was in order, so that in 1957, RCA signed a 

lease on a building at 17th Avenue South and Hawkins Street.192  Throughout the summer 

and fall the transformation of the site proceeded, culminating in the October installation of 

a full complement of recording gear, including new mixing boards and tape machines.  By 

December, the studio was open for business, solidly booked, and engaged in recording 

sessions.193 194 

                                                
189 Billboard,  9 Sept.1957: 22. Web. 
190 Pugh, Ronnie. Liner Notes for Gentleman Jim: 1955-1959. Bear Family Records, 1989. CD 
191 Billboard, September 9, 1957: 22. Print. 
192 Known today as Roy Acuff Place.       
193 Figures 3.14 – 3.16 
194 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. 18-19 PDF. 
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Figure 3.14: 1962. Recording session at RCA Studio B. View from control room into the 
main recording room. Joe Rudis/Nashville Tennessean 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.15: 1962. Jim Reeves (second from left) and Chet Atkins (far right) discuss 
session logistics in Studio B’s control room. Joe Rudis/Nashville Tennessean  
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Figure 3.16: 1962. Production of a Jim Reeves recording session. A hallmark of the 
Nashville Sound was employing string and background vocal accompaniment. Such was 
the case at for the vast majority of country recording artists who tracked at Studio B during 
its first ten years of operation. Joe Rudis/Nashville Tennessean  
 

No longer was Bradley Film and Recording Studio the only production house in the 

neighborhood.  RCA Studio B had arrived, and with it, RCA’s undeniable influence on the 

local scene.  The opening of RCA Studio B created a holdfast for corporate culture in the 

neighborhood.  Though RCA and others had first followed the Bradleys into the 

neighborhood, additional music-related corporate ventures—further attracted by the added 

socioeconomic gravity of RCA’s successful new studio— set up shop in this emerging 

center of musical industry.  When all of this was added to the already considerable 

achievements taking place at Bradley Film and Recording Studios, Music Row was 

officially born.195 196 

                                                
195 Music Reporter: 17 Aug. 1957; 1; 28 Oct.1957: 2; 4 Nov. 1957: 2.  
196 Kingsbury, Paul, ed.  Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  Cary, NC, 
USA: Oxford University Press, USA, 1998. 385-387.  Print. 
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Meanwhile, Steve Sholes moved up through the corporate ranks of RCA.  After Sholes had 

made vice president of Pop production at RCA in 1963, he made Atkins head of RCA’s 

Nashville base of operations.197  Atkins immediately began producing and recording hit 

singles at the new facility.198 199 Atkins took his newfound executive power and used it to 

wield creative autonomy.  Innovations were immediate.   “We miked the bass drum. ” 

Recalled Atkins, “Up until that time, people just picked up the [whole drum set] with one 

mike.”200 Atkins’ multiple microphone technique went on to become one of the standard 

procedures for the “miking” of drums in recording engineering across many genres of 

western popular music.201        

 

From 1959-1963 at RCA Studio B, the man responsible for most of the technological 

polish and finesse was recording engineer Bill Porter.202   Chet Atkins recognized the 

engineer’s keen sensibilities. Said Atkins of Porter,  “He had great ears and he was a great 

technical man,” adding "He's the best engineer I ever had. ”203 204  Porter was remarkably 

gifted at finding a proper balance within the mix of instruments and was an expert in the art 

of monaural mix-downs: the one-channel format that predated stereo in the days when AM 

radio was supreme as a broadcasting format.  Porter also knew the precise ratio of echo to 

                                                
197  Malone, Bill C. Country Music, U. S. A.  Austin: U of Texas, 1985.  257.     
198  Music Reporter: 31 Aug. 1957: 1; 25 Nov. 1957: 1, 19 May 1958.  
199   Billboard: 27 Mar. 1961: 4; 4 May 1968: 1, 70.  Web.    
200 Chet Atkins, with Bill Neely, Country Gentleman Chicago: H. Regnery, 1974, 187.       
201 Parsons, Alan, and Julian Colbeck. Alan Parsons' Art & Science of Sound Recording: The Book. 
Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 2014. “Studio Acoustics & Microphones”. 
202 Figure 3.17 
203 Billboard, 19 Dec. 1960: 68. Web. 
204 John W. Rumble and John Knowles. Oral history Interview with Chet Atkins. Country Music Hall of 
Fame and Museum - Frist Library and Archive, 1992. Cassette. 
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place within a mix that was necessary to achieve an ideal sonorous spatiality.205   Overall, 

Porter’s intention was to create an ambience within the mix that put the listener in a “sweet 

spot” of aural perspective, a virtual prime seat, eight rows 

 

 
Figure 3.17: 1962. Recording engineer Bill Porter (left) working with a reel of magnetic 
tape. Singer Jim Reeves (center) and producer Chet Atkins (right) are also present in the 
control room. Joe Rudis/Nashville Tennessean  
 

back from the performers.206 207  Further, the one-channel recordings demanded that the 

right mix be found during the recording sessions themselves, so an engineer had to be 

blessed with not only a good ear, but also be able to think several steps ahead as he made 

critical decisions regarding recording levels and effects. Mixing a session after the fact 

                                                
205 Figure 3.18 
206 John W. Rumble. Oral history interview with Bill Porter. Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum - 
Frist Library and Archive, 1994. Cassette. 
207 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. 20. PDF. 
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was not an option in 1950’s Nashville,208 that luxury would only avail itself in earnest 

with the advent of four-track recording in the mid 1960’s. 

 
Figure 3.18: Ca. 1960. Chet Atkins, who learned much from Chief Engineer Bill Porter 
during their association from 1959-1963, watches as Porter creates a monaural mix of a 
working session on Studio B’s mixing console. 
http://www.scottymoore.net/images/studios/B/studiob10.jpg 
 
From the late 1950’s through the early 1960’s Studio B was where RCA Records—via 

their faith in Chet Atkins—contributed to the development of the Nashville Sound which 

was evolving into a distinct, more broadly appealing, and recognizable style.  Perhaps most 

importantly of all, Nashville Sound records—by using a blend of pop, rock, and jazz 

nuances in its engineering, performance, and arrangement—had de-regionalized the appeal 

of Country music and made it a national commercial force whose product regularly 

climbed to the upper reaches of  Billboard’s Top 100 chart.  The Nashville Sound created a 

stylistic bridge to crossover success. A partial list of prominent RCA artists who, between 

                                                
208 Ibid. 21. 
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them, recorded hits at Studio B includes, to name but a few: Eddy Arnold, the Everly 

Brothers, Waylon Jennings, Roy Orbison, Dolly Parton, Elvis Presley, Charley Pride, Jim 

Reeves, Hank Snow, and Porter Wagoner.209 

 

Reaping Crossover Success: Genre and Race at Studio B 

 

In addition to the many hit singles recorded by Elvis Presley, it was at RCA Studio B that 

the Everly Brothers recorded many of their chart successes there, including "All I Have to 

Do Is Dream", "Bird Dog", and “Cathy's Clown” through a period of notable productivity 

during 1960-61.  Moreover, it was also at this same studio that Roy Orbison recorded a 

wealth of his catalogue, committing to tape the hits “Only the Lonely”, “Crying”, “Running 

Scared, and “In Dreams”.210   It is very likely that many of the innovative sonic treatments 

Atkins brought to the Nashville Sound were encouraged and influenced by the steady 

rotation of Pop, Gospel, and Rockabilly sessions that were also recorded at Studio B during 

the era that spanned 1959-1965.  Conversely, the Nashville Sound then re-informed the 

various stylistic qualities of non-country sessions.  Such are the interactions of styles within 

the recording arts and American music in general.       

 

RCA Studio B is also where Charley Pride 211 cut fifty-one Top Ten Country hits (a 

staggering twenty-nine of them made it to Number One).  The fact that Charley Pride was 

the first major African American Country star is significant in that he was signed and 

                                                
209 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form DC: National Park Service, 2012. PDF. 
210 Ibid. 22-24. 
211 Figure 3.19 
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developed by RCA at a time of great social and racial tension, during the pinnacle of the 

Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s.  Atkins’ dedication to the signing of Pride was 

unwavering.  In 1965, Atkins travelled all the way to Los Angeles to play his recordings of 

Pride to RCA’s highest-ranking label executives.  After gaining their approval of Pride’s 

remarkable voice, Atkins revealed Pride's skin color, and—presumably—morally cornered 

the executives.212  Naturally, after a wary RCA finally capitulated and allowed him to sign 

the singer, Atkins was justifiably pleased, stating, "When the history of Country music is 

written, [signing Pride] will be my greatest social contribution. ”213 214 

 
Figure 3.19: Charley Pride ca. 1967. Not only was he the first African American country 
superstar, Charley Pride remains one of the most successful artists in the history of country 
music. Chet Atkins considered the signing of Pride to RCA his most important 
accomplishment at the label, a feat whose poignancy was heightened by the turbulent social 
climate of the United States in the mid 1960’s.  
http://www.cmt.com/pictures/cmt-inside-fame-charley pride/1501434/1734381/photo.jhtml 
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 In Nashville, the 1970’s saw a dramatic increase in creative control shifting away from 

label executives and toward recording artists, and Chet Atkins was —in many ways— the 

man who made it all possible.  The fact that Atkins was first and foremost a musician and 

performer himself, made legitimate the argument that the artist should be trusted to make a 

variety of creative and even technical judgments regarding the overall qualitative trajectory 

of their own recordings.  Atkins had blazed the trail, proving that country artists were 

capable of making winning decisions when given the power to option critically creative 

decisions for themselves (and even others) in the recording studio.   

 

As Nashville’s music industry eased into the laid-back esthetic of the 1970’s, Atkins’ 

corporate ambitions waned, and he began to refocus on his identity as a performing artist.215  

Although he continued to hold an official title at RCA Nashville, Atkins spent the rest of 

his tenure at the company recording and producing mostly his own albums.  In 1977, RCA 

withdrew their interest from the Nashville recording studio business.  As owner of the 

building that housed RCA Studio B, Dan Maddox allowed the Country Music Hall of Fame 

(CMHF) to use the building as a museum and cultural center for country music.  After 

Maddox’s donation of the building to the Country Music Foundation was completed in 

1993, it was further transformed into a fully working museum.  In 1996, the Country Music 

Hall of Fame installed observation windows and a historically accurate linoleum floor in 

the studio, to give visual access and a sense of historic authenticity to visitors. Country 

music philanthropist Mike Curb purchased the studio in 2002 with the provision that it be 

                                                
215 A successful battle with cancer in the early 1970’s may have been a contributive factor.  
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leased back to the museum for operation at one dollar per year in perpetuity.  As of 2016, 

the site functions as a satellite museum for the CMHF, enjoying more than two decades as 

a popular tourist destination.216  While also repurposed in the 1990’s as a fully functional 

recording classroom for Belmont University’s Mike Curb School of Music and 

Entertainment Business recording arts program, this instructional functionality was phased 

out and transferred to its new home in the Columbia/Bradley Studios complex at 34 Music 

Square East217 in the early 2000’s.218 219 

 

Much like the other recording studios profiled in this work, RCA Studio B represents a 

potent intersection of society, culture, time, and place. The studio’s opening in November 

of 1957 represented a major event in Nashville’s ascendancy as both a center for country 

music publishing and performance, and a bona fide center for the medium itself as a 

recorded (as well as composed) art.  New York-based RCA Records had long maintained 

state-of the-art recording facilities in Chicago, Hollywood, and —of course— New York 

City.  With the construction of a label-specific studio in Nashville, an important first step 

was made in RCA’s commitment to the vitality and future of the city’s primacy regarding 

the art and business of country music.  Though the building was not initially constructed 

with a recording studio in mind, RCA Studio B has been its first and only tenant. From 

1957-1977, the walls RCA’s studio at 1611 Roy Acuff Place reverberated with 

approximately 35,000 recording sessions.  Although country music was the dominant genre 

at Studio B —as we have seen throughout this chapter— these sessions also yielded 

                                                
216 Billboard, 29 Nov. 2005: 24. Web. 
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218  Southern, John. Interview with Michael Janas. December 2015 
219 Robison, Julie, Tara Mitchell, and John Rumble. RCA Studio B: National Register of Historic Places 
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recordings from others, including bluegrass, jazz, and rock, to name but a few.220 

 

In its present incarnation, RCA Studio B may be thought of as something of a shrine to 

country music. But it is more than that. In fact, the studio that Sholes, Atkins, and RCA 

made possible remains fully functional.  The present day finds the building and studio 

largely intact in regard to its period of significance (1957-1977).221   Recording sessions at 

Studio B—while now quite uncommon—still occur.  The studio’s original mixing console, 

which Atkins and Porter used on a massive number of recording sessions that produced hit 

records is now on permanent exhibit at the Country Music Hall of Fame Museum.222 Cited 

for its local and national significance in the performing arts and entertainment, as well as  

recreation, RCA Studio B was nominated to the National Register of Historic Places under 

criteria A and B and officially added in 2012.223 
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Figure 3.20: Dec. 2015. Studio B’s mixing console in its permanent exhibit at the Country 
Music Hall of Fame in Nashville, Tennessee. Photo by John Southern 
 

 
Figure 3.21: Jul. 2015. RCA Studio B. The period-correct RCA Victor Studios sign has 
been restored to the façade of the second story of the building. Note the presence of a tower 
crane and building construction in progress behind the property. A rush of development 
throughout Music Row has made such cranes an everyday sight on its skyline.  
Photo by John Southern 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CHET ATKINS’ TROPHY OF CORPORATE COMMITMENT TO COUNTRY MUSIC 

AND NASHVILLE CULTURE: RCA VICTOR STUDIOS (RCA STUDIO A) 

 

 

 

 

As the mid 1960’s approached, the recording arts were making great strides in both 

acoustic design and recording technology.  New productions demanded larger ensembles to 

fulfill creative aims, and demand for square footage increased.  Commensurately, so too 

did the demand for an increase of cubic footage to accommodate a variety of newly 

innovated material acoustic treatments.  Further, the arrival of the 4-track recording format 

made possible the greater freedom of isolated, individual performances. 4-track technology 

allowed for four distinct performances recorded at different times to be brought together as 

a master mix.  At the discretion of the producer, artist or engineer, the rhythm section, lead 

instruments, and vocals could all be recorded in separate takes, on separate channels, and in 

as many attempts as necessary to achieve the desired quality of performance.  

Performances could be remixed long after the actual recording session to further perfect 

volume levels, frequency equalization, and stereo balance, while allowing for the addition 

of audio effects; the results of which were then mixed “down” onto stereo two-track 

“master” mixes that were used for the consumer formats of phonographs and magnetic tape. 
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The multitrack recording process became the vanguard in the search for polish and 

perfection in the recording arts for producers and artists alike.224 225   

 

 Chet Atkins had worked for years producing records at RCA Studio B and he felt the time 

had come for an update, albeit not in the form of a refit of Studio B.  Instead, the emergent 

demand for a more modern recording environment would be satisfied in the form of an 

altogether new facility.  The new studio —to be named “Studio A”— would rectify the 

deficiencies of Studio B,226 while creating an opportunity for the realization of a state-of-

the art-recording studio of a size theretofore unseen in Nashville.  Moreover, Atkins’ vision 

of a new recording studio was the result of more than just a desire for technological 

excellence.  Yes, Atkins wanted the ability to capture grander arrangements with cutting-

edge technology, but he also worried that country music suffered from an unfavorable set 

of preconceptions by the public at large, particularly the notion that it was an inferior genre 

of music compared with the more popular forms, which was reinforced by its utilization of 

inferior recording studios.  Atkins wanted RCA to help him realize a new studio as both a 

recording production facility and—perhaps even more importantly—as a trophy of RCA’s 

commitment to both country music and Nashville culture in general.227  The desired gesture 

from RCA would require no less than a recording studio to match the same standard that 

was enjoyed by many RCA sites throughout the world, especially those that were either 

slated for construction, or had been recently constructed in New York, Mexico City, Rome, 

                                                
224  Hepworth-Sawyrr, Russ. From Demo to Delivery. The Production Process. Oxford, United Kingdom: 
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226  RCA Recording Studios was renamed “RCA Studio B” with the construction of RCA Studio A. 
227 West, Carroll Van. RCA Victor Studios Building.: National Register of Historic Places, 2015. 11-13. 
PDF. 
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Italy and Hollywood, California.228  Steve Sholes agreed with Atkins and threw his support 

behind the project, eventually persuading RCA executives in New York to fund a plan that 

built the new studio and office complex, which RCA would lease as its Nashville 

headquarters.  As creators and purveyors of the Nashville Sound, Atkins and the Bradley 

brothers were charged with the logistics and management of the project.  Atkins and the 

Bradleys jointly invested in the project by purchasing the real estate, hiring the architect 

and contractor, and covering all other hard and soft costs of the project.  As per the 

agreement, RCA would lease studio and office space in the building, while covering all 

costs for the purchase and installation of the studio’s acoustic treatments and technological 

hardware. In both the short and long terms, the arrangement would prove to be lucrative for 

Atkins and the Bradleys.229 230 

 

The building is located at 30 Music Square West, in Nashville.  It is known as Studio A, 

but has also been known as RCA Studio A, RCA Nashville Sound Studio, and Music City 

Music Hall.  Built in 1964-1965, this International Style building is a three-story structure 

constructed of brick, concrete, stone, and metal.  It served as RCA’s major recording studio 

and as offices for label management of its Nashville business affairs from 1965-1990.  

RCA then relocated its company headquarters to 1 Music Circle North. Nevertheless, RCA 

continuously leased the studio section of the building from 1965-1977.  It also installed a 

smaller recording unit, Studio C, in the building in 1972.  By 1977, RCA had divested 

themselves of any interest in the recording studios of the building.  Henceforth the studios 

                                                
228 Billboard: January 29, 1966. 4; May 24, 1969. 8. 
229 Trakin, Roy. "Historic Nashville RCA Studio A Threatened with Destruction by New Developers." The 
Hollywood Reporter June 27, 2014. Web.  
230 Wernick, Adam. "Nashville's famed RCA Studio A will live on." Public Radio International. October 
22, 2015. Web.  
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would be leased out by a series of independent proprietors. Aside from periodic 

technological updates, and a low-impact remodel after a c. 2000 fire on the first floor’s 

administrative section, the floor plan and proportional/spatial arrangement of usage in 

relation to its 1965-1990 period of significance is largely extant. The building sits on an 

approximately one-acre lot.  It is adjacent to RCA Studio B, which is on a separate lot.231  

 

 

Consistent with its International Style232 of design, the RCA Victor Studios building is a 

long, rectangular building on a poured concrete foundation and its exteriors are comprised 

of brick and stone-veneer, with an asphalt roof.  The façade—which faces west—conveys 

the building’s architecturally stylistic elements.  Key among these, are the sections of the 

façade that are of solid brick veneer and accented by three bands of textured brick, flat 

brick, and a section of Crab Orchard stone veneer, which are distinguished by vertical 

metal strips.  These stylistic features define the northern half (recording studio) section, 

from the lobby and southern half of the western façade (offices).  The character of the main 

entrance to the building is defined by centrally located metal double-glass doors crowned 

by a single-light transom, which are flanked by single large fixed picture windows that are 

                                                
231 The architectural description represents information adapted from the 2015 National Registration of 
Historic Places Registration Form, as well as that of my own observations and data collection during 
fieldwork in July and December 2015.  
232  An “architectural style that developed in Europe and the United States in the 1920s and ’30s and 
became the dominant tendency in Western architecture during the middle decades of the 20th century. The 
most common characteristics of International Style buildings are rectilinear forms; light, taut plane surfaces 
that have been completely stripped of applied ornamentation and decoration; open interior spaces; and a 
visually weightless quality engendered by the use of cantilever construction. Glass and steel, in 
combination with usually less visible reinforced concrete, are the characteristic materials of construction. 
The term International Style was first used in 1932 by Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson in their 
essay titled The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, which served as a catalog for an architectural 
exhibition held at the Museum of Modern Art.”  "International Style." Encyclopedia Britannica Online. 
Encyclopedia Britannica. Web. 
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also fitted with transoms.  The north and south elevations have flat brick veneer as a wall.  

Situated at the northwest corner is a flat-roofed metal walkway, which dates to the mid 

1960’s.  It connects the rear recording studio entrance of the Studio B building.  The east 

elevation of the building faces a parking/loading area.  The east elevation is largely plain 

flat brick veneer, but there are two vestibules with hipped metal roofs and metal doors that 

serve as entrances to the recording studio area of the building.  Finally, the northern half of 

the eastern elevation is windowless, and the southern half is fitted with windows and a fire 

escape on the second and third stories of the office area.   

 

The RCA Victor Studios building is divided into two sections.  First there are the recording 

and  mastering facilities, technician/engineering offices, an artist lounge, and equipment 

storage.  The second section contains offices, elevators, and restrooms.  The layout is 

logically organized as a division between recording production and business 

administration.233 234   

 

 

 

 

                                                
233 Figure 4.1 
234 Figure 4.2 
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Figure 4.1: A 2015 detail of bays on the façade of 30 Music Square West. This building 
displays many features that are typical of the International style. Building materials L-R: 
Crab Orchard stone veneer, solid brick veneer, doors and windows with metal fames and 
glass panes, divisional accents of vertical bands of textured brick, and cantilevered window 
ledges and awning. Finally, a profusion of rectilinear forms, which are predominant in the 
International Style, are amply demonstrated in the building’s design. 
 
Photo by John Southern 
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Figure 4.2: This drawing—while not to scale—effectively illustrates the layout of the most 
important floor of 30 Music Square West. This floor houses the recording facilities that are 
resident in the building.  
 
RCA Victor Studios Building Registration Form: National Register of Historic Places, 2015. 
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The 4-track recording format was the first offered at RCA Studio A.  Because RCA favored 

Ampex recorders235, RCA Studio A’s first recorder may well have been an AG-300 or 

closely related model.236  However, the 1960’s were a time of rapid advancement in 

recording technology.  Within two years, 8-track would emerge as a new industry standard, 

only to be surpassed by 16-track at the end of the decade. Accordingly, RCA Studio A’s 

control room has had several refits and remodels, as is typical with practically any 

recording studio that is fortunate enough to remain in business for an extended duration of 

time.  These technological and recording equipment updates took place c. 1969, 1974, 1982, 

and c. 1990.237 238 

 

From the control room, a rectangular frame complemented by fixed double-glass windows, 

offers a clear vista into the studio so that engineering and production personnel have been 

able to engage in visual contact with the performers (an intercom typically facilitates audio 

communication).  The main alterations to the control room area took place ca. 1990. The 

National Register nomination form lists these as decorative updates, in the form of wood 

trim around the windows and exposed beams of wood, as well as a wall of stone veneer, 

but the author believes they are primarily functional additions. 239 There was also an 

                                                
235 "On Board at Studio B." Studio B. Web. 
236 Figure 4.3 
237 West, Carroll Van. RCA Victor Studios Building.: National Register of Historic Places, 2015. PDF. 6. 
238  Billboard: 12 Jul. 1969. 57, 78. 
239 As a musician with hundreds of hours of studio experience, it is of the author’s opinion that these 
material treatments are not necessarily purely esthetic in a visual sense.  Rather, they are esthetic in an 
aural sense.  The control room of a recording studio is an environment where acoustical considerations are 
of paramount importance.  Playback, arranging of microphones, EQ, and signal processing all depend on a 
proper balance of acoustical factors.  Wood tends to baffle or absorb certain frequencies, while stone tends 
to be highly reflective raising the environment’s (or room’s) latent reverb and brightening the sound with a 
heightened reflection of treble or “high-end”.  The exposed beams will act as a baffling system absorbing 
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elevated floor added, which allows for the smooth passage of electronic cables between the 

consoles, signal processors, recorders, in the control room to the recording room.240  

 

 
Figure 4.3: An Ampex AG-300 4-track recorder, which was introduced in 1965. RCA 
favored Ampex equipment, as demonstrated by their prevalent use of Ampex recorders at 
Studio B. RCA Studio A’s first recorder may well have been an AG-300 or closely related 
model.  
Ampex Corp. (product brochure) 
 

 

                                                                                                                                            
certain frequency responses and deadening the response of the room down a bit.  It’s largely possible that 
these were predominantly acoustic treatments that were then considered for visual qualities (stain for wood, 
color of stone, etc.) well after the fact.    
240 West, Carroll Van. RCA Victor Studios Building.: National Register of Historic Places, 2015. PDF. 6. 
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In relationship to its 1965 condition, the studio remains remarkably intact and is instantly 

recognizable when comparing its present appearance to that of historic photographs.241  The 

studio’s floor plan is that of a long rectangle.  Its dimensions are 75’ by 50’ by 25’ and its 

height consumes all three stories of the building’s verticality, creating a space that occupies 

approximately 94,000 cubic feet. The ceiling —which is contructed of acoustic tiling—  

was installed as a replacement, ca. 1974.  Concurrently metal chandeliers were also 

installed.242  

 

The room’s acoustic treatments were designed by acoustic engineer John E. Volkmann, 

whose designs prescribed the use of long, tall rooms that had peculiar contour treatments to 

the materials of walls, in this case those of the west and north.  These walls possess three 

convex wood panels disposed horizontally and tilted inward, so as to deflect sound 

downward and thereby reduce the effect of undesirable sound wave interference with 

microphones.  Situated between the convex wood paneling are acoustic tiles, which are 

extant along with the perforated plywood wainscot.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
241 Figure 4.4 and 4.5  
242 To: “meet artist expectations that the space have some “class” … Fred Tudor of J&J Electrical, a 
Nashville firm, designed and installed the chandeliers.  The chandeliers replaced the original in-ceiling 
fluorescent lighting.  The circular metal vents are original.”  West, Carroll Van. RCA Victor Studios 
Building.: National Register of Historic Places, 2015. PDF. 6 
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Figure 4.4: A photo of RCA Studio A’s room ca.1966. The overlaid numerals address the 
acoustic response of various treatment/materials utilized in the room’s surfaces. 
Journal of the Audio Engineering Society 14. October 1966 
 

 
Figure 4.5: RCA Studio A ca. 2014. Some half a century later, many of the room’s original 
distinctive features —including its parquet floor, and semi-cylindrical acoustic 
treatments— are visibly extant. The main differences appear as repainting, an access 
staircase at the right, and the addition of hanging chandeliers (as described in the 2015 
National Register Registration Form)  
https://static01.nyt.com/images/2014/09/28/us/NASHVILLE/NASHVILLE-master675.jpg 
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The backstory of the building’s construction is one of a dynamic interplay between 

pervasive trends in corporate interest, civic planning, and consumerist activity. RCA Studio 

A’s creation coincided with the halcyon days of country music’s evolution into a major 

commercial enterprise and popular art form. Indeed, it was during that period of history 

that many music scholars, critics, and aficionados of country music agree that Nashville 

emerged as a force rivaling any other pop cultural happening in the United States. In this 

respect, the era defined the commercial and artistic coming-of-age for country music. 

Further, it was during this time that the country music industry—due to its merger as an art 

form and business into the marketing of a saleable product—began to cross over in appeal, 

capturing the imaginations and emotions of people far beyond the conventional geo-

cultural boundaries of the American South.  

 

In mid-1964, agreements were made that finalized the plan for a three-story building that 

would house administrative offices and a recording studio for RCA Nashville.  The 

estimated cost for the new headquarters was set at $300,000.  No expense was to be spared. 

“The latest electronic equipment including RCA Victor’s Dynagroove process, will be 

incorporated in the new operation”, Billboard reported, adding “It will be the first general 

office building in the area”.  Additionally, it was also noted in Billboard that Studio B 

would be would be kept in the fold in order to service more modest projects by RCA 

leasing studio time there to independent, and smaller label productions.  The completion of 
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the building marked a first for the Music Row neighborhood, in that it was the first building 

to contain office space and a recording studio in the explicit terms of its construction.243  

 

Groundbreaking ceremonies included Metropolitan Nashville/Davidson County Metro 

Mayor Beverly Briley, and a host of country stars.  Among the attendees, of course, were 

Chet Atkins and Steve Sholes, along with a host of prominent RCA Victor Records 

executives.  The Nashville-based firm of W. B. Cambron and Co. served as both architect 

and contractor for the project.  Cambron’s firm later went on to oversee the construction of 

a new recording studio and offices for Columbia Records in 1965, as well as the original 

Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum in 1967.244 245 246 

 
Figure 4.6: July 1964. Image of the groundbreaking ceremony at the construction site 
featuring the sign that announced RCA’s project and its contractor. The southern elevation 
of RCA Studio B is visible in the background.  
Grand Ole Opry Archives/RCA Victor Studios Building Registration Form: National Register of Historic 
Places, 2015. 

                                                
243 “RCA Victor Bldg. for Nashville,” Billboard. 4 Jul. 1964. 22.    
244  Figure 4.6 
245 “Ground-Breakers,” Billboard. 29 Aug. 1964. 32.    
246  Figure 4.7 
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Figure 4.7: July 1964. Another 
photo of the groundbreaking 
ceremony for RCA Studio A. The 
list of individuals listed below the 
photograph displays the complexity 
of RCA Nashville’s flow of 
corporate power. (L to R) Steve 
Sholes, Chet Atkins, Roy McClay 
(Manager, Record Operations 
Department), and Elliot Horn 
(Administrator, Press & 
Information). 
Billboard. 4 Jul. 1964. 
 
 

 

     

 

Interestingly, there was an occurrence that involved city planning which further boosted 

interest in the Music Row area during the time of the RCA Studio A project’s green-

lighting. In the 1960’s, Nashville’s city government was in the throes of a reimagining the 

relationship between transportation and commerce in civic affairs, and major plans were 

afoot for the area in and around Music Row. Mayor Briley’s leadership within Metro 

government had, during 1963-64, become strident in its redevelopment plans for the city.  

Among these plans was the hypothetical Music City Boulevard, which would be a 

component of the proposed University Center Urban Renewal project. The project was 

designed to realize a direct thoroughfare from the Demonbreun Street exit of I-40 to 

Vanderbilt University, specifically to what is now the Peabody College of Vanderbilt 

University and Belmont University.  The buzz surrounding this potential action by Metro 

led to considerable land speculation during the early 1960’s in the area where Studio A was 
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to be built. This influenced all concerned with the RCA Studio A project to build on 17th 

Avenue South, locating it west of the planned thoroughfare.  However, no implementation 

of Metro’s plan came to pass until 1970-72, and when it did, the envisioned thoroughfare 

was not constructed on Music Row.247 248 249 

 

The recording studio250 housed within the building was engineered and designed by Alan 

Stevens and John E. Volkmann of RCA Victor’s New York City wing of operations. The 

team credited for the design of the studio each brought their own considerable skill to the 

proceedings.  Alan Stevens had experience engineering RCA’s various pressing plants.  

John E. Volkmann, Stevens’ collaborator, served as RCA’s chief acoustics expert.  He was 

instrumental in RCA’s latest studio designs, most notably a large new studio in Rome, Italy 

for RCA Italiana, in addition to engineering the sound systems for the Kennedy Center in 

Washington D. C. Volkmann brought distinctive acoustic treatments to his work on Studio 

A, including the installation of polycylindrical wood diffusers, which were employed to 

facilitate his overall acoustic plan for the studio, which was to serve the emerging trend of 

stereo recording techniques.  Key material aspects of Studio A’s significance according to 

the Audio Engineering Society (AES) are Studio A’s design being an influential 

benchmark for 1960’s studio acoustics, and that Studio A is the most intact remaining 

example of a 1960’s recording studio.251 252 253 

                                                
247 "Decca’s Bradley Scores Music Row Plan." Billboard. 25 Jul. 1971. 36.  
248 “Wrong Way on 1-Way Street?” The Tennessean. 20 Dec. 1970.    
249 Van West, Carroll. RCA Victor Studios Building: National Register of Historic Places Registration 
Form. Washington DC: National Park Service, 2015. 12.  PDF. 
250 For all practical purposes the primary aspect of the building that this study is concerned with.  
251 RCA Studio A was one of several built contemporarily by the company that shared common/similar 
designs regarding acoustic treatments and room sizes/dimensions. The idea behind this was that an RCA 
artist or producer could change geographic locations during the production of an album or track, and the 
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Although some artists retained a distinct preference for Studio B, most were more than 

happy with the thoroughly modern qualities of Studio A.  As more country artists began to 

embrace the Nashville Sound, Studio A became the obvious choice as a production house.  

At Studio A, everything necessary to quality recording productions was under one roof, 

including a “tape mastering room, editing room, tape storage room with ‘controlled 

environment’ and facilities for two lacquer cutting machines.”254  Moreover, boasting the 

largest recording room in Nashville made it possible to incorporate large groups of 

musicians at sessions, particularly the large string sections that had became an identifying 

aspect for country recordings of the mid-1960’s. The types of arrangements that Chet 

Atkins favored for the Nashville Sound demanded more square footage for its performers, 

and cubic footage (higher ceilings) for their proper recording.255  RCA Studio A met that 

demand. On March 29, 1965, the opening of the studio was celebrated by a cocktail gala 

held in the studio itself, which was attended by a who’s-who crowd of Nashville artists and 

music industry professionals. At the gala Chet Atkins seemed thoroughly pleased by the 

realization of his vision and the socioeconomic victory it portended for country music, 

citing the opening of the facility as a “… good manifestation of the faith the music industry 

has in Nashville as a recording center. ”256 257  

                                                                                                                                            
recorded results would provide an aural consistency (presumably to minimize postproduction complications 
in frequency response and phase differences during mix-down).  Ghianni, Tim. "Staring down the 
Wrecking Ball on Music Row." Ledger. N.p., 11 Jul. 2014. Web.  
252Author’s interview with Robbie Jones, December 2015. 
253 Figures 4.4 - 4.5 
254  “Victor Preps All Day Gala,” Variety. 10 Mar. 1965. 57.    
255 Watson, Alan. Cultural Production in and Beyond the Recording Studio.  New York: Routledge, 2015. 
65-66.   
256 Gonzalez, Tony and Nate Rau. "Revolution and Rebirth at Studio A." The Tennessean. 2015. 2016. 
257 Figures 4.8-4.10 
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Figure 4.8: Clip from the Nashville Tennessean acknowledging the grand opening 
celebration for RCA Studio A.  
Archive/The Tennessean 
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Figure 4.9: October 16, 1968. A roll call of music industry insiders and Nashville 
socialites attend a cocktail party at RCA Studio A held in its recording room. The scene 
depicted here captures country music’s arrival as a legitimate social and commercial entity 
within the scheme of the city’s economy and culture.  
http://www.tennessean.com/story/news/local/2015/03/28/studio-a-nashville-
50th/70463174/ 

 
Figure 4.10: October 16, 1968. (L to R) Jerry Reed, Charley Pride, and Red Lane engaged 
in celebratory banter at a cocktail party at RCA Studio A. Pride’s very prominent status in 
RCA’s stable of artists was a point of pride that was shared by many far beyond the 
confines of the RCA label itself, and at a time of great racial and social unrest in the United 
States; especially in the American South. 
http://www.tennessean.com/story/news/local/2015/03/28/studio-a-nashville-
50th/70463174/ 
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     Within one year it was the most admired recording studio in Nashville, attracting talent 

from outside the country music genre to record there.		Any artist signed to RCA Nashville 

between 1965 and 1979 probably recorded locally at RCA Studio A.  Additionally, major 

artists signed to RCA from outside the country genre who wanted a touch of Nashville 

magic on their records, came to record at Studio A, including Roy Orbison, Tony Bennett, 

The Monkees, Leon Russell, Lionel Richie, The Beach Boys, Billy Joel, Donna Summers, 

Jimmy Buffett, The Chieftains, Dave Matthews Band, B.B. King, Lynyrd Skynyrd, Neil 

Diamond, Bob Seger, Joe Cocker,258 Perry Como,259 and Nancy Sinatra.260  

 

Of the new facility, RCA Record Division vice-president and general manager George R. 

Marek declared:   

 

The structure is a testament of our faith in the future of the 

industry and a vital acknowledgement of the most essential 

part Nashville—Music City U.S.A.—plays as one of the 

most creative and profitable centers of the recording phase 

of the world’s entertainment complex … This studio is 

equal in beauty, modernity, and technological advance to 

any recording facility anywhere in the world.  It matches 

the magnificence of our Rome and Hollywood studios and, 

                                                
258 "Clients." Save Studio A. Web. 
259 Como, Perry. Seattle. 1969. Vinyl recording. Liner notes list RCA's "Nashville Sound" Studio, 
Nashville, Tennessee as a recording location.  
260 “Nancy Sinatra to Wax in Nashville,” Billboard. 29 Apr. 1967. 63.  
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like them, is an exciting example of the growing 

internationalism of the recording industry and RCA 

Victor’s expansion as the world’s most global record 

company.261 

 

  For mid-1960’s Nashville, the studio was unprecedented in its scope, size, and capability.  

It was the first such recording studio in Nashville to offer a world-class major label 

recording studio with supporting administrative offices under one roof.  RCA Studio A 

marked the arrival of a truly cosmopolitan status and perspective for the recording industry 

in Nashville as a place where art and business were synthesized and produced unanimously. 

With the opening of RCA Studio A, the Countrypolitan esthetic was physically manifest.  

 

After several prosperous years as a recording studio, RCA Studio A was slated for a refit.  

The 1969 updates included a $600,000 investment in 16-track recording equipment, and the 

addition of Studio C —a smaller facility for overdubbing262— on the first floor, as well as a 

new in-house telephone system to better facilitate communications among staff and 

clients.263  These upgrades demonstrated a solidified commitment to compete ably in the 

production and sales of country music as popular music.  Chet Atkins spoke of the matter 

plainly: 

 

                                                
261 “Marek Hails New Nashville Site,” Billboard. 10 Apr. 1965. 10. 
262 “Overdubbing, sometimes called ‘sweetening’, is a process that allows performances to be recorded 
synchronously with pre recorded material. Imagine recording your band where each instrument has a 
dedicated track or series of tracks. If each performer is isolated acoustically from the others, they can be 
rerecorded at will without affecting the other musicians' performances.” "Overdubbing."  music-
production-guide.com. 2016. Web.  
263 “RCA Mounts 600G Renovation Plan,” Billboard, 12 Jul. 1969. 57, 78.    
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           It’s going more and more pop, I’m afraid.  There 

isn’t a Country singer livin’ that doesn’t want pop sales.  So 

while he makes records for the Country market he’s 

continually throwing in little things and arrangements that 

will maybe appeal to the pop market.  Which is bad, I 

guess.  But I’m as guilty of it as anybody.  ‘Cuz you want 

those pop sales.  That’s where the money is…We’re going 

through a period right now where you’re hearing a lot more 

Country type songs and a lot more Country type 

arrangements in pop music.  Steel guitars and maybe 

fiddles, things like that.  But I think we’ve reached the 

point where we’re liable to lose our identity .  .  . just have 

one music.  And that would be bad because I’d like to see 

country music keep its identity.264 

 

Atkins understood the precarious balance between preserving country music’s identity 

while keeping it alive with sales and relevant with the times.  He made light of the over-

commercialization of country to pop by answering frequent questions about what the 

Nashville Sound was by jostling the coins in his pocket.265  “People were in it to make a 

living.  The Nashville Sound is just a sales tag.” However, Atkins also knew there was 

something more complex. The Nashville Sound was actually a concept, and the idea was to 

                                                
264 Grissin, John. Country Music: White Man’s Blues. New York: Coronet, 1970. 194.  
265 Van West, Carroll. RCA Victor Studios Building: National Register of Historic Places Registration 
Form. Washington DC: National Park Service, 2015.  23.  PDF.  
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“make hit records .  .  .  The way you make hit records is to incorporate a new rhythm feel 

or something lyrically different.  In my case, it went more uptown.”266   

 

Outlaws and Kickbacks: A Revolt Against the Nashville Sound 

 

Jerry Bradley (son of Owen) had grown up enculturated in the Nashville recording 

industry. By the early 1970’s, he was keen to secure his own place in the business. With 

Studio A owned by his father and uncle, along with Chet Atkins (himself an RCA 

executive), Jerry Bradley sensed he was within striking distance for landing a job at RCA. 

He made strides in that direction by making his desire known to Chet Atkins. Jerry recalled 

that after having a business dinner with Atkins: 

 

...I said, ‘Hey, Chet, don’t forget what I said—if you ever 

have [a job available] give me a holler.’ He took a drag of 

that cigar and he said, ‘Well you might make a pretty good 

executive,’ and I said, ‘Aw shit, I don’t want to be an 

executive. I’d have to get a coat and tie.’ I just laughed, got 

out of the car and left. Two weeks passed. I got a message 

and Cecile, my secretary, said ‘Chet Atkins called you’. 267 

 

                                                
266 Dawidoff, Nicholas. In the Country of Country: People and Places in American Music. New York: 
Pantheon, 1997. 49-50. Print. 
267 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006. 193. Print. 
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In 1972, after a shifting of the political structure at RCA, Atkins was relieved of his A&R 

duties and allotted more time for production and performance. Atkins anointed Jerry 

Bradley as his successor. Bradley was then promoted to direct RCA’s Country Music 

division, and held that position until 1982.  Sensing the opportunity to leave his own 

imprint on the label, Jerry Bradley quickly brought in Waylon Jennings, on whom he 

focused as an artist in development. In little time Jennings lobbied for more creative 

control.  Bradley gave it to him, including brokering a deal that allowed him to use non-

RCA producers for his sessions. The arrangement between RCA, Bradley, and Jennings 

was significant, and the results had a musical impact, which made itself evident in the 

recordings Jennings made at RCA Studio A.268 

 

Waylon Jennings and his sound would become synonymous with the Outlaw269 270 271 

movement in country music.  In many ways, Outlaw was a reaction to the Nashville Sound.  

Stylistically, the two are opposites.  Outlaw artists eschewed the string sections, choirs, and 

complex arrangements of Nashville Sound recordings, and brought the proceedings back 

“down to earth”.  Outlaw artists saw themselves as industry outsiders and sought to break 

the stranglehold label executives had over the creative side of the country music industry.272  

Outlaw recordings favored a return to smaller ensembles, and embraced both visual as well 

                                                
268 Van West, Carroll. RCA Victor Studios Building. National Register of Historic Places, 2015. 23. PDF 
269 Lomax, John.  Nashville: Music City USA.  New York: Abrams, 1985.  103-105. Print. 
270 Malone, Bill C.  Country  Music, U. S. A.  Rev. ed.  Austin: U of Texas, 2010.  396-399. Print. 
271 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, USA: Fifty Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006.  202-205. 337. Print. 
272 Indeed, two of the genre’s most notable artists—Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings—were literal 
outsiders.  Nelson and Jennings both hail from Texas, and their own recordings had been met with limited 
success in Nashville throughout the 1960’s.  
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as aural stylistic elements of Rock & Roll.273  In fact, long before he became a country 

artist, Waylon Jennings had played bass guitar in Buddy Holly’s touring group.  It was 

Jennings who gave his seat on a plane chartered for Holly’s band, to the Big Bopper.  The 

plane crashed, killing Holly, the Big Bopper, and Richie Valens in February of 1959.274  

The Outlaw philosophy was more than an attitude; it was an ethic.  At a notorious 1969 

recording session Waylon Jennings pulled a pistol on an RCA staff producer whom Chet 

Atkins had paired Jennings with because he considered the former too domineering.275  

Outlaw artists let their hair grow long, the men grew beards out, and all came to favor 

denim and leather over velvet and rhinestones.276 277 

 

With the undeniable success of his 1974 #1 single “This Time” Jennings gained the 

commercial confidence of RCA’s executives, who saw the advantage of selling the Outlaw 

esthetic in the Country music market.  Jennings set about putting together a full album of 

Outlaw material.  The historic touchstone that came out of Jennings’ tenure at RCA Studio 

A was the seminal album Wanted! The Outlaws.  Jennings had forged an alliance with 

Willie Nelson, and the two decided to make a record together.278  They brought in singer 

Jessi Colter and Tompall Glaser to round out the performing personnel.  The sessions were 

productive and Wanted! The Outlaws was released in 1976.  The album became the first 

                                                
273 Lomax, John.  Nashville: Music City USA.  New York: Abrams, 1985. 100-102.   
274 Malone, Bill C.  Country Music, U.S.A.  Rev. ed.  Austin: U of Texas, 2010.  399.  Print. 
275 Kingsbury, Paul.  The Encyclopedia of Country Music: The Ultimate Guide to the Music.  New York: 
Oxford UP, 1998. 263. Print. 
276 Malone, Bill C. Country Music, U.S.A.  Rev. ed.  Austin: U of Texas, 2010.  399, 396-397. Print.  
277 Figure 4.11 
278 Figure 4.12 
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million-selling country LP ever, and the Outlaw sound became one of the most definitive 

characteristics of country music throughout the 1970’s. 279 280  

 

 
Figure 4.11: 1976. Waylon Jennings backstage in Cambridge, MA.  Jennings was a 
seminal figure of the Outlaw genre in country music.  Outlaw artists represented a growing 
faction of musicians who sought to wrest control from industry executives and make 
important creative choices for themselves.  In the 1970’s, the Outlaw movement was a 
direct rejection of a perceived excess of formula, polish, and conformity, all of which had 
come to be associated with a status quo that was represented by the Nashville Sound.  
Photo by Henry Horenstien http://www.horenstein.com/honky-tonk-
1/f5bem2t51riz52stv8c2jvaya5jl52  
 

                                                
279 Figure 4.13 
280 Kosser, Michael.  How Nashville Became Music City, U. S. A.: 50 Years of Music Row.  Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2006. 337. Print. 
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Figure 4.12: Nashville, ca. 1975. An inside look at the Nashville production process as 
changed by the “Outlaw” movement.  In the Outlaw era of Nashville, executives, 
producers, writers, and artists interacted and deliberated on an egalitarian playing field, 
which was a radical departure from the stratified power structure of the Nashville Sound’s 
halcyon days of the 1950’s and 1960’s.  Waylon Jennings (fourth from left) with (L to R) 
Chet Atkins, RCA producer Bob Ferguson, songwriter Shel Silverstein, and Willie Nelson. 
Photo by Les Leverette. http://vps9437.inmotionhosting.com/~willie14/wp-
content/uploads/2015/12/waylon-group.jpg 

 
Figure 4.13: 1976. Outlaw gold. From left: (back row) Tompall Glaser, Kenneth Glancy, 
Jerry Bradley, Chet Atkins, (front row) Waylon Jennings, Jessi Colter, Willie Nelson. The 
group is pictured receiving awards for the album Wanted: The Outlaws! The success of the 
LP proved that the Outlaw call to make country music more “country” and less “urban” 
(e.g. the pop sheen of the Nashville Sound) resonated favorably with the public.   
http://servingwithheroes.theblogpress.com/files/2015/03/wn3.jpg 
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As a business venture for RCA, Studio A ultimately suffered under the gradual shift in creative 

control from A&R to recording artists.  This arose from complications regarding union 

regulations in the Nashville area, as RCA had been unsuccessful in reaching a contractual 

agreement with the National Association of Broadcast Employees and Technicians (NABET).  

Loss of profit for label recording studios arose from two main causes. First was the rising 

demand of creative control by RCA artists who increasingly favored the fashionable use of 

various independent recording personnel, particularly producers and engineers.  Second were  

the independent producers’ demands for studio kickbacks.281  A kickback is a form of illicit 

payment that was demanded of recording labels by independent producers and recording 

artists of the early 1970’s that was tantamount to bribery.  Freelance audio professionals 

would ask a certain amount for each hour of business they provided to the studio by 

agreeing to record there, negotiating that a certain amount of the studio’s hourly rate—

sometimes as much as a third of the final amount—was to be paid when the artist’s label 

settled the bill at the conclusion of a recording session.  So, for example, when Columbia 

artists were suddenly able to record at RCA studios (and vice versa), the producer’s 

kickback could seriously diminish the gross revenue from recording sessions.  As a result, 

one by one, major labels were forced to cease recording studio operations in Nashville due to 

unprofitability.  When it came to major label involvement with the recording production 

business in Nashville, the bottom line had bottomed out.  In January 1977, RCA made the 

decision to close Studios A and B both public and final.282 283  Later in 1977, RCA sold all 

                                                
281 "Recording Studios Face Demands for Kickbacks." Billboard 16 Sept. 1972. 1. Web. 
282 “NABET Dispute,” Back Stage. 14 Jan. 1977. Web. 
283 “RCA Continues to Cut Back,” Broadcasting. 17 Jan. 1977. 44. Web. 
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interest in the studio to Jerry Bradley, who continued to use it as a vibrant independent 

music production house through 1990.   

 

RCA Studio A serves as an excellent example of how a building can convey many aspects 

of historic significance simultaneously.  First, visually, there is the International school of 

design in the architecture of the building itself, which evokes a quintessence of midcentury 

style.  But, more importantly, is the fully functional recording studio, whose recording 

room and its distinctive acoustic treatments remain extant, and an invaluable example of 

the era from which they emanate.  Most importantly, the building was also the site of 

evolution for several phases of the country music artistry and industry in Nashville. Studio 

A’s construction and opening represents an interface between commercial maturity and 

corporate investment in the business and culture of country music.  The manner in which 

Studio A was conceived of and developed as a project, figuratively pointed the way to the 

future of Music Row as a place of increasing corporate interest in financial speculation and 

real estate development.  In 2015, rthe property was added to the National Register of 

Historic Places citing Criterion A for its considerable significance regarding the city’s rich 

history of recorded music and recording arts, and country music administration. The events 

that transpired at 30 Music Square West between 1965 and 1977 left a considerable impact 

on the popular and musical culture of the United States.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 

CRITICAL MASS: THE PRESERVATION OF RCA STUDIO A 
 
 
 
 

 
     In 2014, the struggle for the historic preservation of Music Row came to a boiling point. 

The first fifteen years of the 21st  Century saw dramatic increases in demolition and 

redevelopment throughout the area.  To understand how the momentum of development 

grew to a pace that was seemingly unstoppable, one must investigate its root causes.  This 

chapter does just that and then segues into the controversy that surrounded the 2014 

struggle to save RCA Studio A, which had become the target of a shrewd and seasoned real 

estate developer.  

 

Setting the Stage: Tourism and City Planning on Music Row 

 

     In the 1990’s Music Row underwent many changes that put the future of the area in 

question.  Several civic and ownership-related decisions led to Music Row becoming 

deemphasized as a Nashville tourist destination.  The three recording studios profiled in 

this study are highly significant sites of cultural production.  Bradley Studios/Columbia 

Studios, RCA Studio B, and RCA Victor Studio A are the locations where most of the 

recordings were made that have filled imaginations, jukeboxes, airwaves, and record stores 

alike.  By the mid-1960’s the amount of independent tourist activity that had accumulated 

on the streets of the Music Row was sufficient to attract more attention in the local real 

estate market. 
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Figure 5.1: The original Country Music Hall of Fame building as it was in the late 1960’s, 
when it was located at the top of Music Row on the corner of 16th Avenue and Division 
Street.  The arrival of the museum, coupled with the presence of nearby recording studios, 
spurred a kitschy and vibrant tourist industry on Music Row. An interesting design feature 
of the original building was a façade that at once recalled both agrarian (gambrel roof) and 
religious structures (Panels of stained glass and transept).  
Credit: http://50.87.87.53/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/pctnNashvilleCountryMusicHallFameP799891.jpg, 
 

For example, in the mid 1960’s the Country Music Association (CMA) moved to create a 

Country Music Hall of Fame Museum284, which opened its doors in April 1967.  The 

location?   At the top of Music Row on what had been the old Tony Rose Park.285 The land 

was donated by the city courtesy of Mayor Beverly Briley and the Common Council’s 

support of the project.286   

 

The CMHF museum was an immediate success and attracted 70,000 visitors in its first 

year.  In the years that followed, a number of other tourism businesses opened on Music 
                                                
284 Figure 5.1 
285 Thompson, E. D. More Nashville Nostalgia. Nashville, TN: Westview Pub. 2004. 249. Print. 
286 “The Hall of Fame Sight and Sound,” Billboard. 3 April 1971. Web. 
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Row.287  In 1971 a country music-themed wax museum288 289 that included the likenesses of 

sixty of the genre’s legends and stars opened near the Hall of Fame.  This precipitated the 

mushrooming of a number of small novelty, curios, and fast food businesses that catered to 

tourists.290 

 
  Figure 5.2: Nashville tourists flocked to see wax effigies of their favorite country artists 
at the Country Music Wax Museum.  Pictured here (in wax) from L-R are Roy Acuff, 
Porter Wagoner, and Minnie Pearl.  Ca. 1980’s.   
Credit: http://cdn c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000GfhiyKK6Tsg/fit=1000x750/326-Image-026-6.jpg, 
 
 
Music Row’s tourist industry and the CMHF museum grew commensurately, reflecting a 

commercial symbiosis that further defined the area as the premier destination for country 

music tourism.  Expansion of the museum’s building occurred steadily, with campaigns 

taking place in 1974, 1977, and 1984.  The expansion campaigns were mandated by the 

                                                
287 Stimeling, Travis D. “The Story of the Country Music Association,” The Country Music Reader. New 
York: Oxford U Press, 2014. Print. 
288 Figure 5.2 
289 Strauss, Neil. “Unearthing the New Nashville’s Wax Castoffs”. Da Capo Best Music Writing 2000. Ed. 
Peter Guralnick. New York: Da Capo Press, 2000. 344-348. Print. 
290 Hillinger, Charles. "Museums Of Performers Are Popular: Country Goes To Town In Nashville." Los 
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CMHF’s swelling collection, which by that time contained a myriad of artifacts, including: 

films, costumes, regalia, musical instruments, manuscripts, and even automobiles.  In a 

fortunately prescient move that anticipated the need to facilitate future preservation efforts 

at large, the CMHF founded educational, oral history, and publications departments that 

interacted with all manner of historic matters related to country music.291 

 

In 1996, discussions began between music industry executives and the Metro 

Development and Housing Authority (MDHA) about the future of Nashville’s 

Music Row.  The intent of the Music Row Visioning Committee was to shift 

tourism away from Music Row and focus it downtown.  Tellingly, the music 

executives didn’t like the fact that so much pedestrian and tour bus traffic centered 

on a neighborhood that was largely populated by office buildings and recording 

studios292 whose interiors were not publicly accessible.293  Further, the committee 

viewed the tourist shops294 as lacking in taste as well as being something of a 

nuisance: 

 

[Music Row] is a community of creative excellence, not a 

storefront industry.  We appreciate the fans, and it’s natural 

that they want to see where the music is made.  But we don’t 

                                                
291 McCall, Michael. The Encyclopedia of Country Music Second Edition. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 2012. 105–106. Print. 
292 Figure 5.3 
293 Except for RCA Studio B, which—by that time—was indeed functioning as a museum.  
294 Figures 5.4 a-c 
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want tourists visiting the office buildings.  We don’t have 

the facilities to handle them.295 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5.3: An office building typical of the Music Row neighborhood. Built in the 1960’s 
and 1970’s. Many of these International style buildings hold office space, recording 
studios, or both.   
http://media.bizj.us/view/img/4251841/musiccirclensh*750xx800-450-0-75.jpg, 
 
 

                                                
295 "Reading the Row: Sing Me Back Home. " Nashville Scene. 12 September 1996.  Print.   
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Figure 5.4a: Postcard of Conway Twitty’s tourist shop from the tourist industry days on  
Music Row.  Stores such as this one represented one-stop shopping for everything represented by the 
particular artist who owned it. At the “Country Store” one could buy Twitty’s records, autographs, T-shirts 
etc. and then dine on a signature burger or basket of fried chicken all under one roof. Ernest Tubb and others 
had similar stores. 
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-vNpbxz2dAdo/U7v3j30eiaI/AAAAAAAAFzY/PcOam7huDc4/s1600/card00134_ 
fr.jpg 
 

 
Figure 5.4b: A rare photo of the tourist shop strip on Demonbreun Street as it was in the 1990’s. 
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/HsnsJGZnLnM/U7v_bwQPL0I/AAAAAAAAF0g/Oqrenye9VCU/s1600/musicrownew
er-352x271.jpg  
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Figure 5.4c: The original location for the Ernest Tubb Record Shop on Demonbreun Street 
ca. 1970’s. The shop has since moved downtown to Broadway.    
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/D5fHPY4ZurI/U7v5H0wWMzI/AAAAAAAAF0M/jONPuFC1NuA/s1600/card00523_
fr.jpg 
 
 
Chief among the deliberations was the relocation of the Country Music Hall of Fame.296  

The museum’s collection had grown considerably over the course of its first twenty years, 

and there wasn’t enough available space left on its lot to accommodate the necessary 

additions that justified a considerable expansion of exhibit space.  Plans were made to 

relocate the museum to a new and sprawling facility adjacent to a recently completed all-

purpose entertainment arena297 that had fast become the centerpiece of a downtown 

revitalization project.  The relocation of the museum would formally crown the 

revitalization of downtown Nashville, while simultaneously solving the CMHF’s shortages 

of exhibit space, and visitor capacity.298 

                                                
296 Figure 5.5 
297 Figure 5.6 
298 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 134. PDF 
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The late 1990’s were a turbulent time for Nashville’s country music tourism.  The 

Opryland USA amusement park299 had closed down, and although the Ryman 

Auditorium300 had benefitted greatly from its recent restoration, it also became a full-access 

museum to the public, making it a popular attraction that created a palpable competition 

with Music Row tourism.  As the 20th century drew to a close, Music Row looked very 

different than it had just ten years earlier.  By 2001, the Hall of Fame had packed up for its 

move downtown301, and the Country Music Wax Museum was closed, followed by the 

smaller storefronts that had catered to the country music tourism market.  The commercial 

symbiosis of the Music Row tourist district had collapsed. What had been the center of 

country music tourism was now a tourism ghost town.302 According to a December 1999 

article in Billboard, an unsettling gloom was gathering over a newly quiet Music Row: 

 

  There has never been much for tourists to actually see on 

Music Row, other than a cluster of slightly shabby 

businesses that grew at the top of the Row, across 

Demonbreun from the Country Music Hall of Fame.  Now 

that the hall itself is moving up to dee-luxe headquarters 

downtown, those little businesses are going fast.  It’s a little 

ghost town now, with the only businesses not boarded up or 

about to close being a photo shop and an Ernest Tubb 

Record Shop.  Gone are the wax museum, the cars-of-the-

                                                
299 Figure 5.7 
300 Figure 5.8 
301 “Original Country Hall Of Fame Closes Doors” Billboard. 2 January 2001.  
302 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 135-136. PDF 
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stars museum, the cafes where the aspiring singers who just 

hit town with their guitar cases drank coffee all day and 

waited to be discovered, the foot-long hot dog joint, and the 

trashy souvenir shops where you could buy a vial of Elvis’ 

sweat.  That sort of carnival atmosphere is no longer 

desired in the music business….303 

 

 
Figure 5.5: The building for the relocated Country Music Hall of Fame ca. 2014.  The 
2001 move of the Hall to downtown Nashville effectively relocated the bulk of the city’s 
country music tourism industry along with it, and reflected the city government’s 
reassessment of country music as an indelible and legitimate part of Nashville’s civic 
history and culture. Note the styling of the turret in the extreme left of the image, which 
pays homage to the role of Nashville’s radio industry in the historic development and 
dissemination of country music to the rest of the United States.  
Credit: https://nashvilledesignhistory.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/museumevening2.jpeg, 
   

                                                
303 “Music Row Map Redrawn – Minus the Authenticity,” Billboard. 4 December 1999.  
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Figure 5.6: Aerial view of the Country Music Hall of Fame building (L) and the adjacent 
Bridgestone Center Arena (R).   
Credit: http://2.cdn.nhle.com/predators/images/upload/2012/01/BridgestoneArenaAerial_hpg.jpg 

 
Figure 5.7: Images of the Opryland USA Theme Park, an American music-themed 
amusement park that was the brainchild of WSM, Inc. (later sold to Gaylord Entertainment 
in a package that included WSM radio, The Nashville Network, the Grand Ole Opry, 
Ryman Auditorium, Opryland Hotel, et al).  When Opryland USA closed in 1997 Gaylord 
then built Opry Mills, a 200-store indoor super-shopping mall. The closing of the theme 
park was a blow to country music tourism throughout Nashville, which later rebounded 
with the relocation of the Country Music Hall of Fame.  
Credit: http://www.tennesseeconcerts.com/images/opryland4.jpg, 
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Figure 5.8: The Ryman Auditorium, before renovation ca. 1970’s. A brick masonry Gothic 
Revival building originally constructed as the Union Tabernacle Church in 1897, that later 
became home to The Grand Ole Opry.  Known internationally as “The Mother Church of 
Country Music”.  
Credit: https://thebeatkeeper.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/7964434124_09c1494473_c. jpg, 
 

In 2001, the new 137,000-square-foot Country Hall of Fame Museum opened to the public 

and broke all previous attendance records.  The Museum’s new address at 222 Fifth 

Avenue South Nashville is approximately 1.5 miles from its original home at the top of 

Music Row.304  Extraordinarily successful in its new location, the museum continued to 

grow. In 2014, a 210,000-square-foot expansion was completed, increasing visitor volume 

further still to 970,000 per year.  Now geographically coupled with the Bridgestone Arena 

(cater-corner to the museum) the relocation of the Hall of Fame became the definitive 

addition to complete the revitalization of downtown Nashville’s SoBro305 arts and 

entertainment district.  The relocation has been an extraordinary success for the city and the 

hall of fame itself, but the situation also demonstrates how powerful civic planning can be, 

                                                
304 Figure 5.9 
305 AKA “South of Broadway”. 
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which —in this situation— had turned profoundly on the tourist industry in the Music Row 

district.  As it panned out, part of the visioning of the neighborhood was attributed to what 

the city and executives had in mind for a repurposed Music Row.306  Indeed, the 

committee’s shifting of the public spotlight away from the neighborhood, coupled with a 

pro-business/pro-development philosophy, figuratively set the stage for the preservation 

controversies that lay ahead for Music Row. 

 
Figure 5.9: Map of Nashville illustrating spatial relationships between 1) The original 
location of the Country Music Hall of Fame (CMHF) Museum @ 16th Ave S and Division 
St 2) The present CMHF location @ 5th Ave S and Demonbreun St 3) The Ryman 
Auditorium @ 5th Ave N, and 4) The portion of Demonbreun St where tourist shops once 
thrived ca. 1970’s - 1990’s. Mapquest. Numerals overlaid by author. 
 

 
                                                
306 "About." Country Music Hall of Fame. Web. 05 June 2016. 
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Saving RCA Studio A 

 

The most dramatic controversy in the preservation process of Music Row has undoubtedly 

been the fight to save RCA Studio A in 2014.307  After securing a lease in 2002, musician 

Ben Folds308 moved his operations into the studio and became its proprietor, using it for his 

own productions with his band the Ben Folds Five, producing other recording artists, and 

renting out studio time out to third party interests.  By the time Folds had taken over, the 

lore of RCA Studio A had grown to an extent that it attracted a steady clientele, which 

spanned generations and genres alike.  Legends like Dolly Parton and Ronnie Milsap 

remained loyal customers, while representatives of country’s hipper, younger set—like 

Kacey Musgraves and Hunter Hayes—flocked to the revitalized RCA Studio A because of 

its storied past and generously sized room.309  What both groups found most attractive was 

the aural responsiveness of the room itself, which acoustically let the productions recorded 

there fully “breathe”.310 311 

 

 

                                                
307 Figure 5.10 
308 Figure 5.11 
309 Figure 5.12 
310 "The Future of Historic RCA Victor Nashville Studio A is at the Crossroads. " Save Studio A. Web.  
311 Rau, Tony Gonzalez and Nate. "Revolution and Rebirth at Studio A." The Tennessean. 2015.  Web. 
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Figure 5.10 30 Music Square West/RCA Studio A ca. 2014.  The impending demolition of 
the building touched off an uproar in the music world to save it, which has redefined the 
philosophy of historic preservation on Music Row.  This redefinition is based upon the 
power of imagined communities and intangible heritage.  How to make these seemingly 
immaterial and subjective elements of what is intangible culture into what is arguably and 
articulately supportive of a building’s significance is an essential problem in the future of 
successful preservation of the modern and postmodern built environments.   
https://nthp-savingplaces.s3.amazonaws.  
com/2015/07/31/15/48/54/68/140709_blog_photo_StudioA_Exterior_CarolynBrackett_NTHP.jpg 
 
 

 
 Figure 5.11: Musician and producer Ben Folds speaking at a rally to save RCA Studio A 
in 2014.  His vocal and proactive approach to organizing preservation advocacy was a 
galvanizing event in solving the redevelopment crisis that almost leveled the building.   
http://media2.fdncms.com/nashville/imager/ben-folds-responds-to-studio-a-owner-
harol/u/original/4221939/1404261832-save-music-row-rally-by-stephen-jerkins-1.jpg, 
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Figure 5.12: Clockwise from top left: Ronnie Milsap, Dolly Parton, Hunter Hayes, and 
Kacey Musgraves.  The appeal of RCA Studio A is transcendental of generations and 
genres within country music.  The older artists remember themselves and each other within 
the temporal and spatial dimensions of the studio’s history, specific materiality, and aural 
response, which they return to when they come back to record.  In turn, younger artists 
engage in these imagined communities, eager to make their own contribution in building 
the legacy of the site, while enjoying the famous aural response offered by its spatial 
dimensions and acoustic treatments.  Credits: 1 Milsap: http://www. thegrand.com/images2012-
2013/270pxlRonnieMilsap.png, 2. Parton: http://a3.files.biography.com/image/upload/c_fit,cs_srgb,dpr_1. 
0,h_1200,q_80,w_1200/MTE1ODA0OTcxNzQ5ODM2MzAx. jpg,  
3.  Hayes: https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/236x/36/60/06/366006febff64671b29c3e2307205663. jpg, 
4.  Musgraves: http://www.trbimg.com/img-558c416c/turbine/la-et-ms-kacey-musgraves-pageant-material-
review-20150625 
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On his deathbed, the legendary Eddy Arnold312 spoke to Mike Curb313 about the great sonic 

qualities of the studio by contrasting it with RCA Studio B. Said Curb of the meeting:  

 

 

 I started asking him about how he recorded those hit 

records, said Curb, the songwriter turned producer turned 

label owner turned philanthropist, who helped save both 

studios … [Arnold explained that] Studio B was where you 

went to make an intimate country record.  And Studio A 

was where you went to make a record you wanted to sing in 

Carnegie Hall.314   

 

 
 
In 2014, the studio was put up for sale, and quickly drew bids from interested speculators, 

among them Tennessee developer Tim Reynolds of Bravo Development in Brentwood.  

Bravo and the owners of the studio agreed to a purchase price of 4.1 million dollars.  In the 

sales proceedings, Reynolds did his best to stifle any impending controversy by voicing his 

claimed intentions of preserving and incorporating RCA Studio A into his plan for the 

site.315 316 

 

                                                
312 Figure 5.13 
313 Figure 5.14 
314 Rau, Tony Gonzalez and Nate. "Revolution and Rebirth at Studio A." The Tennessean. 2015. 
315 "The Future of Historic RCA Victor Nashville Studio A is at the Crossroads. " Save Studio A. Web.  
316 "Nashville's Historic RCA Studio A to Be Sold. " Rolling Stone.  2014. Web.   
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Figure 5.13: Eddy Arnold, who professed a deep understanding of the intangible wealth 
that Studio A contains, used RCA Studio A for grandiose applications when recording 
country music.  He saw RCA Studio A’s acoustic response as a color palette to be used 
with a specific application in mind, when making a record.  On his deathbed, he explained 
his qualitative/imagined analysis of the studio to Mike Curb.  
Credit: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/80/Eddie_Arnold_1969. JPG 
 

 
Figure 5.14: Mike Curb, a country music philanthropist and preservationist who initially 
made his mark as musician, songwriter, politician, and music mogul.  He has used his great 
success in the music business toward many successful philanthropic activities, and his 
charitable endeavors are unparalleled in their advocacy of the historic built environment as 
it pertains to Music Row and higher education regarding country music.   
Credit: http://www.vanderbilt.edu/curbcenter/cms-wp/wp-content/uploads/MikeCurb.jpg, 
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On September 12, 2014 an abrupt change to Reynolds’ plans for the site was made public 

when eviction notices were served to all tenants of the building, demanding a vacation date 

of November 30, 2014.  Within a week of serving notices on RCA Studio A’s tenants, the 

developer made a public announcement that Bravo’s plans now called for the demolition of 

the Studio A building.  In its place, the company would build 80 condominiums.317 

 

The outcry to resist was immediate, as Folds and members from across the country music 

community banded together in an effort to raise public awareness of the impending 

demolition.  Soon, a website went live with the intention of educating its visitors on the 

cultural heritage represented by the studio, in addition to social media alerts and a link to an 

online petition that was addressed to Reynolds and Nashville community leaders alike, 

imploring that the proposed demolition be aborted.   

 

All of the stakeholders soon found themselves immersed in a tense legal playing field.  

Proponents of the building’s preservation had only their ingenuity and activism to protect 

RCA Studio A from certain destruction.  Understandably concerned, Nashville’s Metro 

Historic Zoning Commission—the only party with any legal recourse to the crisis—

intervened to delay the issuance of the demolition permits, but to describe the delay as 

temporary would be an understatement.  With the legal framework as it existed, the 

demolition of the building would be possible as early as December 2014.  318 

                                                
317 "The Future of Historic RCA Victor Nashville Studio A is at the Crossroads." Save Studio A. 2014. 
Web 
318 "Ben Folds’ Open Letter: RCA Studio A To Be Sold. " MusicRow Nashvilles Music Industry 
Publication News Songs From Music City RSS.  2014.  Web.  
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 So, how did it come to the point where RCA Studio A sat a mere number of months from 

being reduced to rubble?  It is essential to “rewind” a bit through time to get the facts 

straight and in chronological order.  

 

 In earlier sections, this study outlined the following: first, RCA Studio A was built in 1964 

by Chet Atkins and the Bradley Brothers as a collaborative business venture to furnish 

RCA Records with a full service production house and business offices in order to keep 

their Nashville operations unparalleled in modernity and efficiency.  Second, the Chet 

Atkins/Bradley Brothers partnership paid for land and construction of the building, 

retaining ownership.  Third, RCA paid for function-specific treatments to the building 

including the studio spaces, surfaces, and equipment.  Although RCA sold the studio to 

Owen Bradley in 1977, they continued to lease the offices in the building from Atkins and 

the Bradleys before pulling out of the building altogether in 1990.   

 

In 1990, Atkins and the Bradleys put the building up for sale, but through the years had 

failed to attract a party that would agree to their desired purchase price.319  Nashville City 

government’s vision for the neighborhood changed, as did speculation in real estate 

throughout Music Row.  By 2014, the market value had risen significantly, anticipating a 

wave of demolitions, followed by medium-rise construction projects throughout the 

neighborhood.  Condominium housing aimed at the rising demographic of millennial-aged 

professionals—most of whom worked in the city’s downtown white-collar sector—were 

                                                
319 "RCA Studio A Owner Responds to Ben Folds' Plea. " Rolling Stone.  2014.  Web.   



  152 

the target market.320  It was conceivable that one could buy a luxury loft321 in one 

redeveloped property, walk to the end of the block, and report to work in a redeveloped 

office building.  The result: a short commute to work, with easy access to shopping and 

nightlife.  The appeal of building a condominium complex on Music Row to both 

developer and prospective tenant is as obvious as it is repugnant to preservation-minded 

individuals and organizations.  The city steadily issued demolition permits to the 

developers, who, in turn, began clearing the lots of preexisting structures, many from the 

neighborhood’s days as a streetcar suburb.  This alarmed local preservation societies, 

concerned citizens, and the City’s preservation commission.  Unfortunately, not much 

could legally be done to stop it.  

 

a 
 

 

                                                
320 Southern, John. Interview with Nashville Historic Preservation Commissioner Tim Walker. July 2015. 
321 Figures 5.15 a-c 
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c  

  
Figure 5.15 a, b, and c: Rhythm Condominiums, a 14-story luxury development located at 
1510 Demonbreun Street (the former tourist shop area), which is situated at the north end 
of Music Row.  Luxury condominium developments have been threatening and eliminating 
historic properties in the district for at least the past ten years.  
 
Credits: a: http://www.musicrow.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/condo.jpg,  
b: http://i2.wp.com/pictures.realtracs.net/1767000/1767037/lr1767037-1.jpg?w=1100 
c: http://www.highrises.com/uploads/nashville-rhythm-at-music-row.jpg 
 

 As is prevalent in cities throughout the United States, the local laws in Nashville can only 

protect buildings that have been designated as historic at the city level.  Often, this is 

accomplished by designating (with consent of land owners) a whole multi-block area as a 

historic or conservation overlay district322, which, as part of a comprehensive preservation 

                                                
322 Figure 5.16 
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plan provides for strict regulation of the properties within it.  Part of a comprehensive plan 

for a historic overlay district may —for example— forbid the demolition of a contributing 

structure, which then essentially prevents runaway redevelopment and loss of historic 

structures within the district.  Unfortunately, in the case of Music Row, not enough of the 

original/historic buildings existed by 2000 to draw up an overlay district of contiguous 

properties for the entire area.323   Hence, the only recourse for planners at the civic level has 

been to create zoning overlays for individual historic properties.  While these overlays 

have created a hypothetically workable preservation solution for neighborhoods like Music 

Row, they are, at their core problematic in that owners of historic properties must consent 

to the overlay status before it can be applied.  Unfortunately, this problem persists to the 

present day.  Many property owners throughout Music Row have been reluctant to 

participate.  The reason?  These landowners fear that their accepting an historic overlay 

designation on their property devalues it.  In a strictly capitalistic sense, they may indeed be 

right in that it limits what a prospective buyer may do with the property should the owner 

wish to sell it.  Within Nashville’s zoning framework, a developer is not able to purchase a 

property with the overlay designation and demolish it to build a complex of luxury 

condominiums324 because the overlay status is “grandfathered” into the legal entity of the 

property in perpetuity.  In this respect, overlay status can damage the market value of a 

Music Row property.  

                                                
323 As of 2015 A conservation overlay district has been proposed for the southernmost portion of Music  
      Row. Metro Historic Zoning Commission.    
324 Southern, John. Interview with Nashville Historic Preservation Commissioner Tim Walker. July 2015. 
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Figure 5.16: A draft map of development zoning for Music Row as proposed by Nashville 
Metro in December of 2015.  Through a combination of zoning overlays, the Metro 
Planning and Historic Preservation Commissions will be able to allow height limits of 20 
stories in the area Rhythm Condominiums are located in (Red), while greatly restricting 
redevelopment by demolition in addition to progressively limiting building height to three 
stories toward the southern portion of the Music Row district.  The southernmost portion of 
the Music Row District contains a Neighborhood Conservation Overlay District (note 
dashed boundary).  Not shown in this map are the numerous overlays that apply to various 
individual historic properties.  The achievement of a whole overlay district was a victory in 
the process of preserving Music Row, in that it is an actual contiguous group of properties 
that will be protected through regulation by preservation policies.  Credit: Nashville Metro 
Planning 
http://mediad.publicbroadcasting.net/p/wpln/files/styles/x_large/public/201512/music_row_tdr_draft_map.pn 
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By the time the demolition crisis had begun in Music Row, not enough individual property 

overlays had been accomplished to adequately slow the momentum.  In fact, it likely made 

property owners less inclined to accept an individual overlay designation as the real estate 

market surged throughout Music Row.325  Just as the near-loss of the Ryman Auditorium 40 

years earlier had captured the public imagination and affected the trajectory of the historic 

preservation of Nashville’s city center in the 1970’s, so too did the controversy over RCA 

Studio A in the 2010’s.  Once again, a debate in Nashville raged over issues of cultural 

resource and significance.  Just as before, country music —and what it means to millions of 

imaginations—was at the center of it all.   

 

 

Never of Brick and Mortar: Seeking to Understand Various Forms of Wealth and 

Capital in the Historic Preservation of Music Row’s Recording Studios 

 

On June 30, 2014, well before Tim Reynolds of Bravo Development issued eviction notices 

—or had even closed the sale on the property— some 400 people attended a rally in 

support of RCA Studio A.  Initially, when Reynolds made overtures to buy the property 

there was much concern that he would level the building.  He did his best to assuage fears 

of demolition to the public.  In 2014 Reynolds stated, “If we consummate the sale, we 

intend to preserve and incorporate the studio into our overall design.”326  In retrospect, to 

say Reynolds was behaving in a disingenuous fashion would be an understatement.   

                                                
325 Southern, John. Interview with Carolyn Brackett of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, 
December 2015. 
326Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. PDF.  
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Assuming that Reynolds’ statement translated to the building’s salvation, attendees 

buoyantly milled about the rally, engaging one another in celebratory conversation.  As 

detailed in the previous chapter, they would soon discover that the developer always 

intended to buy, demolish, and build-to-suit, and had not changed his mind.  In a classically 

capitalist process, Reynolds was placating them to achieve the maximization of his plan 

through the element of surprise. Judging by Reynolds’ behavior one could safely ascertain 

that he didn’t sense a debt of any sort to the great Southern rural diaspora of Nashville, 

which had historically sought and achieved legitimacy through creative events that had 

fundamentally helped build Music Row as a social, cultural, and economic entity.  After 

all, what did he owe these people?  More specifically, what did he owe the musicians, 

historians, and lovers of country music?  What about Nashville itself?  That would depend, 

in the author’s estimation, on which Nashville one is contemplating, for when wishing to 

fully grasp a preservation controversy (such as the one that is ongoing for the future—or 

“past-forward”—of Music Row) one must remember that there are many identities to a 

city, that are hence existent within one geography: artistic, historic, civic, capitalistic, and 

bureaucratic, to name but a few.  In this sense, Reynolds could be boosting some aspects 

(civic and/or capitalistic) while depleting others (artistic and/or historic).  When 

considering the preservation struggle as it culminated in 2015 it is important to understand 

that the arts and commercial enterprise have always been uneasy—if not inseparable—

bedfellows.   
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The controversy with Bravo Development and RCA Studio A is a story of workers and 

owners. It represents the extreme end of exploitation and disenfranchisement of the historic 

wealth of both artists and the arts themselves.  Indeed, a sizable part of the area’s appeal is 

its rich historic context, which is fortified largely by musical phenomena.  Even the most 

jaded of the bourgeoisie in the corporate music world would be hard pressed to deny that it 

was the proletariat blood, sweat, and tears of country musicians and songwriters that built 

Music Row with the lore of country music and the money that was generated by the 

public’s love of that music.  Block by block, these phenomena were fundamental in 

providing instrument to the enterprise of the country music industry, which transformed the 

Music Row area from a declining neighborhood into a location where one could profitably 

build postmodern luxury condominiums for young professionals.  Such young 

professionals are understandably susceptible to the lure of convenience mixed with a built-

in “hip factor”, provided—of course—by the intangible wealth of Music Row’s storied 

past.  Just as Greenwich Village in New York City, Capitol Hill in Seattle, and SOMA in 

San Francisco had in preceding decades, Music Row in Nashville had become an “it” spot 

in which to have an address.  The dichotomy at play in the saga of Music Row’s 

preservation arc—as in so many other examples of gentrification—is that Music Row had 

ultimately become a victim of its own success: its sociocultural/historic “fabric” coupled 

with a close proximity to downtown Nashville, made it a prime target for developmental 

enterprise.  Interestingly, that very same “fabric” would soon prove to be Music Row’s best 

defense against an interloping agenda whose primary concern was pure profit at the 

expense of significance and legacy, which was being drafted by developers.   
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Having leased the studio since 2002, Ben Folds knew what an exceptional space RCA 

Studio A was, in an acoustic sense, from the day he moved in.  But—even more 

significantly—as the years passed, Folds became acquainted with the studio’s history and 

sociocultural value by way of his conversations with original clientele and Nashville music 

historians.  Folds harkened deeply across the historic arc of the studio by way of listening 

to many of the classic albums that had been recorded there.  By the time Bravo 

Development served eviction notices, Folds was primed to resist the demolition; utilizing a 

wealth of historic knowledge coupled with the understanding that he had become an 

integral member of RCA Studio A’s community of artists.  The time to contribute to the 

studio’s intangible wealth by way of sociocultural cohesiveness—with its commonly 

imagined community of artists and enthusiasts—had arrived.  Though he hardly could have 

predicted the time of its coming, Ben Folds was ready to seize the moment:327  

 

 I had no idea of the legacy of this great studio until I 

became a tenant 12 years ago.  The other three RCA studios 

of the same dimensions – built in LA, Chicago and New 

York – have long since been shut down.  I can’t tell you 

how many engineers, producers and musicians have walked 

into this space to share their stories of the great classic 

recorded music made here that put Nashville on the map.328 

 

                                                
327 "Ben Folds Is Trying to Save Nashville’s Historic Studio ‘A’." Saving Country Music. 2014. Web. 
328 "Ben Folds’ Open Letter: RCA Studio A To Be Sold. " MusicRow Nashvilles Music Industry 
Publication News Songs From Music City RSS.  2014. Web.  
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Indeed, Folds became the leader of an imagined and powerful community that was tied to 

the studio in the form of memories, history, and a common interest that arose from the 

music itself.  The music and music-making that had occurred at Studio A was a common 

denominator, a conduit of sociocultural capital, which those concerned claimed as some 

part of their identity—no matter how small or great the proportion—and they were ready to 

fight for its preservation.  Meanwhile, Harold Bradley, representing his own interests as 

well as those of the Owen Bradley and Chet Atkins estates, hit back with an open letter that 

attempted to morally disempower the preservation groundswell that was headed by Folds: 

 

 What makes a place historic? The architecture of the 

Nashville sound was never of brick and mortar. Certainly, 

there are old studio spaces that, in our imaginations, ring 

with sonic magic; but in truth, it’s not the room; it’s the 

music. Billy Swan recorded his hit song “I Can Help” in 

Chip Young’s house. Should we force the owner of that 

house to register it as a historic landmark? Joan Baez, Dan 

Fogelberg, and Neil Young recorded hits in Quadrafonic 

Studios. Jimmy Buffett recorded “Margaritaville” there, yet 

Quadrafonic was sold without protest.329 

 

                                                
329 "Breaking: Harold Bradley Fires Back at Ben Folds, #SaveMusicRow in Council Letter." Nashville 
Scene. 2014. Web. 
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Bradley’s statement is fascinating in that it echoes an idea that is central to this study: that 

the significance of Music Row’s recording studios is not primarily resident in and of the 

actual physicality of the buildings themselves.  However, where Bradley’s viewpoint 

diverges from the author’s is that his statement asserts that place has little or no primacy in 

history; that since the studio has no inherent value of its own physically, nothing is left of it 

in terms of significance.  In Bradley’s argument, place has little to do with memory.  Thus, 

the outdated and unremarkable midcentury building should make way for a condominium 

complex. Additionally, Bradley’s statement is a compelling reminder of how dominant 

physical architectural esthetics are as a concept of significance when it comes to defining 

what is and what is not worth preserving in the built environment.  Most importantly, his 

statement serves to illustrate how subjectivity and sentimentality play a paramount role in 

the process of historic preservation.  Unlike Ben Folds, Bradley did not perceive a 

magnitude of significance within RCA Studio A.  In his opinion, the studio had served its 

purpose once all of the classic songs were captured on tape.  For Bradley, the “magic” of 

history resided in the performances. Therefore, the only physical artifacts that mattered 

were records and whatever relevant memorabilia might be donated to the Country Music 

Hall of Fame. Therefore, in Bradley’s historical worldview, the building itself was 

irrelevant.  He and his associates created it, and they should be free to destroy it.  In the 

figurative court of preservation advocacy, Harold Bradley was about to be overruled.  

 

Sharon Corbitt-House, who acted as Vice President of studio operations at the facility 

weighed in on her reasons to resist:   
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 I had my reasons for wanting to fight it.  I grew up listening 

to records that were made in that room.  For me it was like 

that room is a symbol of everything wonderful that we had 

created on Music Row.  When I'm wearing the hat of audio 

preservationist, I had very selfish reasons because I felt that 

there were six of those rooms that were built in the world by 

RCA based around (acoustical engineer) John Volkman's 

polycylrindrical (diffuser) walls. . . that design.  There are 

not any more of them.  That was it.  This was the last one.330 

331 332 

 

The plight of Ben Folds awoke something in the people of Nashville, particularly its 

musical daughters and sons.  It allowed them to realize newfound solidarity with the 

necessity to save the studio and the realization of Folds as a member of the Nashville music 

industry.  Just as Chet Atkins had come to Nashville some seventy years before and helped 

win the elusive trophy of socioeconomic legitimacy, agency, viability for Nashville’s 

members of the Southern rural diaspora, so too did artists like Ben Folds for his own Indie 

music community in 2014-15.  It was through the crisis at Studio A that Folds completed 

an arc of acceptance, creating an enduring place for Indie333 music in the pantheon of 

                                                
330  McWhirter, Katy. Interview with Sharon Corbitt-House. 2015.  
331 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 151. PDF 
332 A compelling argument for the studio’s physical significance, in addition to its intangible wealth. An 
example of a tangible (in addition to intangible) significance extant within the building, making it a strong 
contender for preservation.  
333 A term that is referential to: “music produced and funded by any band or label not affiliated with the 
four or five major corporate labels like Sony or Epic. The same holds true generally for the music and film 
industry.” Andrews, Catherine. "If it's Cool, Creative and Different, it's Indie." cnn.com. 2006. Web. 
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Nashville’s musical identity.  Alternative and Indie Rock musicians are now an indelible 

part of Nashville’s musical landscape: including Jack White, the Black Keys, Paramore, 

Kings of Leon, and many others.334 

 

In reaction to Tim Reynolds’ September eviction notices, Ben Folds’ activism began to 

bring people together in common purpose to save RCA Studio A.  More and more people 

from across the music industry began to coalesce; falling in line with Folds’ philosophy on 

RCA Studio A.  Teaming with other influential music industry members, Folds was able to 

build momentous support for building’s preservation.  A prime example of this 

coordination is how Folds forged a ready alliance with songwriter and producer Trey 

Bruce.  The two men began to organize campaigns of resistance and information, building 

a momentum of awareness regarding Studio A that began to take root in the consciousness 

of the public.335   Remarkably, the issue began to draw support from beyond Nashville 

musicians and citizens: waves of national and even international attention began to engulf 

the impending loss of the studio.  What had made country music transcendent in its appeal 

throughout its history was reconnecting the people it had inspired the world over to the 

physicality and intangibility of the building’s wealth.  As a matter of fact, it was at this 

point that the author himself first became aware of the controversy at RCA Studio A.   

 

 

 

 
                                                
334 Ghianni, Tim. "How Jack White Changed Nashville’s Music Industry." The Nashville Ledger. 2014. 
Web 
335 Gonzalez, Tony and Nate Rau. "Revolution and Rebirth at Studio A." The Tennessean. 2015. 2016. 
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Art of the Eleventh Hour: A Hail Mary Pass to Avoid Demolition 

 

In the course of the local and national media’s coverage, successive news cycles appeared 

to contradict one another.  A rollercoaster-like series of reports added to the drama of the 

situation.  Depending on what week one might happen to read/hear the news: 

 

 …the studio was saved/not saved; the building was 

structurally unsound/only required minimal upgrades; the 

developer was not going to close the sale after all/the sale 

closed; the developer was offering the building for 

resale/architectural drawings of the new apartment building 

were released. ” 336  

 

Bravo Development had set a firm deadline of September 30th, 2014 at 5:00 p.m. regarding 

offers for the sale of the property, which was a purely arbitrary cutoff point that served the 

whims of the developer in a presumably twofold fashion. First, to pressure preservation 

advocates into producing a financial consensus that would allow them to meet a sale price 

that guaranteed an acceptable profit for the developer; and second, to force timely 

execution of the proposed condominium project through a swift demolition of the 

preexisting building should the preceding option fail.   

 
                                                
336 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. PDF 
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The developer had—in effect—ingeniously ensured a favorable conclusion to the 

proceedings for himself, no matter the fate of the building.  Further, Bravo Development 

had achieved the guaranteed favorability of the controversy’s conclusion while operating 

squarely within the framework of the law.  Trey Bruce elaborates further on the impasse: 

 

     At 3:00, I get a call from my buddy who is sitting in the developer's 

lawyer's office.  He says ‘Trey, they got no buyers.  The only ones 

that came up they ran them off.  They don't want a buyer.  This guy 

wants to tear this building down, and he's not looking for friends. ’ 

And I said what do we do? We've got two hours.  He said ‘I'm 

going to throw the longest Hail Mary ever. ’ And I said ‘Aubrey if I 

thought you were going to spend 50 bucks I would've never called 

you.  Because we've been best friends forever, and you just don't 

borrow money or do anything like that with a friend.’  But he'd 

already been spending money.  He threw up a website, hired some 

historians.  In that 90 days we collected the most concise group of 

literature and facts on that building that existed anywhere.  At the 

end of that 90 days not only was the building temporarily saved for 

a minute but there was a data piece on it that you could look up.  It 

was just amazing.  I think we changed the city forever.337  

 

                                                
337 Interview Carolyn Brackett with Trey Bruce. Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register 
of Historic Places Multiple Property Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 153. PDF 
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Amid the media stream and activist chatter, emerged an individual with the heart of 

a musician and the conscience of a preservationist. Via the financial clout of 

philanthropist Aubrey Preston, Reynolds’ asking price was met. In the span of one 

afternoon, advocacy of the building’s preservation was vindicated. Some in the 

press were amazed at how quickly the misfortunes reversed themselves in the RCA 

Studio A controversy: 

 

 After months of hand wringing and concern, organizing and 

petition signing, in one fell swoop, someone had come in 

and done what thousands of people could not do despite 

their best efforts: preserve Studio ‘A’.338   

 

Though certainly well meaning, the above statement is—of course—off the mark.  In the 

case of RCA Studio A those “thousands of people” had not failed. Indeed, they were the 

very ones whose advocacy had created the vessel that carried the message to the ears of the 

man with the money to save building.  These people were instrumental in creating an 

identity for the controversy.  They generated a cultural profile and social noise for what 

was happening at RCA Studio A that could not be ignored.  Much the same as what had 

been done in securing a viable future for RCA Studio B and Bradley/Columbia studios, 

philanthropy was to play a decisive role in saving RCA Studio A.  Effective preservation 

advocacy is a two-sided coin, comprised of both cultural and financial capital.  In a sense, 

the upwelling of community involvement/interest had generated the necessary cultural 

                                                
338 Trigger. "Who is The Man Who Saved Historic Studio ‘A’?" Saving Country Music. 06 Oct. 2014. Web.  
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capital to move the people of Nashville to a critical mass of concern.  The struggle for the 

RCA Studio A was becoming front-page news on a weekly or even daily basis.  The 

community of dedicated and vocal advocates raised awareness of the impending 

destruction of RCA Studio A to the national level, making possible the connection between 

the preservation controversy and interested philanthropy.  Previously, time and again Mike 

Curb had played the pivotal role in providing the financial backing to ensure the survival of 

Music Row’s historic built environment, but this controversy brought an altogether new 

agent into the ongoing preservation story of Music Row; philanthropist Aubrey Preston.339   

 

Who is Aubrey Preston? Profile of a Preservation Philanthropist 

 Born in the Appalachian foothills of Eastern Tennessee, Aubrey Preston knows well the 

cultural significance of the region, for it was there that country music first emerged from 

the cultural landscape of early America.  Indeed, the arc of evolution in country music 

holds a wealth of sociocultural information about the musical element indigenous to the 

frontier culture that first matured in the mountains of Appalachia, before going on to 

inform the larger region of the rural American South.   Although he left Eastern Tennessee 

as a young man, he took the hallmarks of his cultural heritage with him into the world at 

large.  Preston wound up in Colorado, where he had enormous success as a real estate 

magnate.  During his time there, Preston experienced several life-changing events that 

awoke an inner identity as a preservationist.  Thus, Preston’s work is dedicated to the 

preservation of the intangible wealth that is so much a part of America’s cultural heritage 

and landscapes, as represented so often within the historic built environment.  Preston’s 

                                                
339 Figure 5.17 
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preservation epiphany occurred as a young man while exploring the cliff dwellings in Mesa 

Verde National Park in southwest Colorado.  The Mesa Verde cliff dwellings, which 

archeologists believe were constructed by Native Americans in the 1100’s, were entirely 

deserted by the 1300’s.  “There you have a perfect example of a population that deforested 

the area, used up all their resources and had to move,” explained Preston “I just realized 

there is a balance you have to keep in mind. ”340  In 1888, the ruins of Mesa Verde were 

discovered.  Thanks to a dry climate and concealment in a remote canyon, Mesa Verde was 

found in a savable state of integrity.  Unfortunately, it was soon pillaged of its wealth of 

remarkable artifacts, including ceramics, baskets, and textiles by looters and vandals.  In 

1906 the site became protected under the National Antiquities Act, leading to a series of 

preservation efforts that would make the site safe for future generations to enjoy and learn 

from.341   Thus, at Mesa Verde, Preston experienced a profound moment of insight. He 

seemed to fully grasp how the destruction of resources—be they cultural, natural, or 

otherwise—results in lasting deficits for humanity in its wake, affecting the long-term 

sustainability of any given culture it occurs in.  Perhaps most important to understanding 

his own interest in RCA Studio A, is the fact that Preston is also a longtime musician.  Like 

many musicians, a predilection for music-related history is seated deeply within his 

worldview.  Preston’s personhood contains a mixture of influence, affluence, insight, and a 

deep personal interest in music, which makes him an ideal preservation philanthropist for 

Music Row.  

 

                                                
340 Ibid.  
341 "Preserving Cliff Palace." National Parks Service. U.S. Department of the Interior, Web. 
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Figure 5.17: 2014. Aubrey Preston is a musician and philanthropist who made his fortune 
in real estate. He spearheaded the purchase of the building that houses RCA Studio A from 
Bravo Development, thereby preserving the studio by saving the building. Preston’s 
affectionate memories of the music created at the studio were transformed into activism 
when the controversy over the studio’s impending demolition caught his attention and he 
coupled community advocacy with his considerable wealth. Preston’s philanthropy 
completed a figurative circuit of social and cultural circumstances, which enabled the 
saving of the building and studio, much in the tradition of Mike Curb (who later became 
Preston’s partner in the venture). 
 
http://www.savingcountrymusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/aubrey-preston.jpg 

 
 
 
Saved: Preston Steps Up 
 

Meeting Bravo’s September 30th deadline, Aubrey Preston formally agreed to Bravo 

Development’s asking price of $5.6 million, and closed the sale in December 2014.  

Although he seemingly appeared out of the blue in his association with the crisis at RCA 

Studio A, Preston had, in fact, been coordinating with the Save Studio A campaign in a 
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clandestine fashion during the period of time immediately preceding his successful offer.  

Said Preston of his compulsion to action regarding RCA Studio A’s preservation:  

 

The more I watched (the situation) the more concerned I 

started to become.  I think it would be a real catastrophe to 

the city to lose one of its icons to the wrecking ball.  From 

my understanding of music history and the Nashville 

economy and what we tell everybody about our town all over 

the world...I just felt it was impossible for this building to be 

torn down.342 343 

 

Preston’s commitment to saving the studio made considerable waves across the media. 

Preservation organizations and lovers of country music history (the author included) 

breathed a collective sigh of relief. Still, the amount of funds involved, coupled with the 

need for proper planning, concerned Mike Curb, who proposed a joint venture to buy, 

preserve, and manage the building. Preston, knowing Curb’s considerable experience with 

Music Row preservation, wisely accepted Curb’s offer of partnership. In a moment of 

fortunate simultaneity, a third philanthropist joined the two: Chuck Elcan. The three men 

were soon business partners in the Studio A venture. Creating a formal business entity as 

Studio A Preservation Partners LLC, the partnership was designed to oversee the 

                                                
342 “Inside Aubrey Preston’s ‘11th hour’ Deal for Studio A”. Nashville Business Joural. 07 Oct. 2014. Web. 
343 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 154. PDF 
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completion of the building’s purchase and to blaze the most effective and sensible trail 

forward for the planning of the studio’s preservation.344  345 

 

Bookings at the studio surged to capacity, and Preston commissioned MTSU346 historic 

preservation professor Dr. Carroll Van West to oversee the building’s documentation with 

the creation of a National Register of Historic Places nomination form.  The process proved 

expeditious, and the property was added to the National Register in July 2015.  With the 

resolution of Studio A’s fate on favorable footing in both business and historically 

designative aspects, Preston reflected on the progress that had been achieved in saving the 

iconic building.347  

 

“We’ve come a long way in 10 months especially 

considering where this thing was headed.  Before this 

designation, [30 Music Square W.] was just a building with 

some old stories behind it.  I have to think Chet [Atkins] and 

Owen [Bradley] would be smiling,” Preston muses, 

expressing satisfaction that the 50-year-old building—which 

he describes as a still-standing Brill Building of Music Row, 

purpose-built by Atkins and Bradley—is still a creative hub 

                                                
344 Ibid. 
345 Boyer, E.J. "Aubrey Preston Brings on Big-Name Partners, Completes Purchase of Studio A." 
Bizjournals.com. 2014. Web. 
346 Acronym for Middle Tennessee State University 
347 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 154. PDF 
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where cottage-industry musicians can record and network.348 

349 

 

The studio began a yearlong bath in the public spotlight that was made full by rising 

country star Chris Stapleton’s incredible string of wins at the 2015 Country Music 

Association (CMA) Awards including: “Best Male Vocalist,” “New Artist of the Year” and 

“Album of the Year” for his album Traveller, which was a number one smash on the  

Billboard 200 chart.  Stapleton had taken the long way up to stardom, having paid his dues 

in Nashville for at least a decade.  He wrote hits for others before Traveller rebirthed him 

as a major star in his own right.350  

 

Critics and record buyers alike were drawn to Stapleton’s distinctive vocal style, which 

sounds quite reminiscent of many Outlaw artists, particularly Waylon Jennings.  The 

similarities were made more significant in that Stapleton recorded the album at RCA Studio 

A in 2014 as the threat of demolition hung over the studio.  During the sessions Stapleton 

envisioned himself within the continuity of artists—both past and present—that affected 

the world outside with the music recorded there.  The significance of the records Chris 

Stapleton loved so much as a developing artist was made all the more poignant when he 

considered the time and place that the Traveller recording sessions straddled: 

 

                                                
348 “Studio A Added to the National Register of Historic Places, Plans Open House,” Nashville Scene. 31 
Jul. 2015.  
349 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016.  154.  PDF 
350 Ibid.  155. 
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At the time they were making plans to tear it down, so I 

[thought] we should probably go do it just to say we 

recorded there.  We thought at the time that we might be one 

of the last records that ever got made there.  I had never 

stepped foot in the room until the first day I recorded there.  

There’s something in the walls there.  You can feel things. 

Every song that was played in there was affected by the fact 

that we were in there. In this case for me personally, I think 

the location elevated what we were doing.351 

 

2014 had appeared as a year of bleak prospects for RCA Studio A.  In 2015, barely a year 

after the crisis began, the future could hardly have looked more promising for the building.  

The Save Studio A movement, spearheaded by Ben Folds, had effectively captured the 

public’s attention and built a groundswell of grassroots support and media activity across 

the nation.  Perhaps most importantly, the opinion of Nashvillians was now squarely and 

conspicuously behind the preservation of Music Row.  Studio A Preservation Partners LLC 

had made a successful offer to buy the building and was drawing up plans for appropriate 

maintenance and repairs.  In addition to capacity bookings at the studio, the office spaces in 

the building were once more filled with music-related businesses.  The October 2015 50th 

anniversary celebration drew more than 1,500 people to the studio’s interiors, and 

simultaneously commemorated the building’s recent addition to the National Register of 
                                                
351 "Q&A: Chris Stapleton Brings Outsider Influences to Nashville."  100.3 The Bull.  2015.  
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Historic Places.  The National Trust for Historic Preservation—who has been deeply 

involved in coordinated preservation advocacy for the neighborhood—named Music Row a 

National Treasure and began a comprehensive historic documentation of the neighborhood, 

in which Studio A (including the demolition crisis) was featured.352  Additionally, the 

saving of RCA Studio A charged those at Nashville Metro Planning with an impetus to 

redirect and rethink their perspectives regarding the future of Music Row as 

counterweighted by the intangible wealth of its historic built environment.  Indeed, the 

preservative resolution of the RCA Studio A controversy had done more than just save one 

building; it was also inspiring a significant shift in the civic trajectory of planning 

regarding demolition and development throughout Music Row.  

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
352 Jones, Robbie D., and Carolyn Brackett. "National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form." Media.wix.com. 2016. 154. PDF 
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CHAPTER SIX 

PAST-FORWARD AFTERMATH: INTERACTION, COLLABORATION, AND A NEW 

PLAN 

 

The three studios profiled in this thesis became an historic preservation trifecta with RCA 

Studio A’s safeguarding.  The triumph of historic preservation reverberated through local 

and national media in the wake of the saving of RCA Studio A.  Ignited by Ben Folds, 

stoked to a blaze by the preservation community at large, and harnessed by the 

philanthropy Preston, Curb, and Elcan, the controversy had done more than forge solidarity 

between concerned communities of country music devotees by rallying them to activism.  

Indeed, it had simultaneously captured the careful attention of two prominent 

organizations: the city government in the form of the Nashville Metropolitan Planning 

Department353 and Historic Commission, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.  

 

 If Metro had, in the preceding twenty years, been inadvertently dismissive of Music Row’s 

historic significance (by redirecting country music tourism downtown and underreacting to 

accelerated development in the neighborhood in the first fifteen years of the twenty-first 

century) it was now training a keen and more concerned eye onto the future of the 

neighborhood. How had this happened?  Here’s a recap: 

 

Following the purchase of the RCA Studio A building by Preservation Partners LLC in 

2014, more and more public and media attention zeroed in on Music Row; with those 

                                                
353 Often abbreviated to “Metro” throughout this work. 
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interested in its preservation “coming aboard” to seek a suitable outcome for its future.  On 

January 12 2015, the National Trust for Historic Preservation declared Music Row a 

National Treasure.  National Treasure designation is given by the NTHP to places that 

contain an immensity of historical and cultural significance and also face uncertainties in 

their preservation and protection.  The NTHP grants this title where they believe they are 

capable of playing an effective role in rescuing the resource from demolition or ruin, 

thereby ensuring its future in the process.354  The NTHP then launched a website355 that 

detailed its goals for the future of Music Row.  At the head of this effort are Carolyn 

Brackett and Robbie D. Jones, whom the author first interviewed in December 2015.  The 

involvement of the NTHP immediately preceded a unanimous vote in February 2015 by the 

Metropolitan Nashville Planning Commission to defer or outright deny all requests for 

special rezoning on Music Row.  The vote was made to allow time for planning staff to 

adequately perform a study of the Music Row area in order to produce a workable detailed 

plan that would function in partnership with the community: 

 

Like other inner ring neighborhoods in Nashville, the Music 

Row Neighborhood is facing redevelopment pressures that 

can dramatically change the appearance and function of the 

area.  Many Nashvillians feel that the character of Music 

Row as a unique business district has long been an integral 

part of the history, identity and branding of Nashville as 

Music City.  The Planning Commission recommended that 

                                                
354 "How to Nominate a National Treasure." National Trust for Historic Preservation. 2014. Web.  
355 www.musicrowstories.com 
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the planning process begin after the completion of 

NashvilleNext (June 2015), to be finished within 12-18 

months.356  

 

 The key phrase here is many Nashvillians feel, which is an obvious allusion to the legacy 

of activist commitment that saved RCA Studio A. The legacy of successful activism 

includes a considerable “half-life” of efficacy, which is capable of positively influencing 

both preservation organizations and city governments in developing plans that favor 

preservation over excessive development well after the resolution of the crisis in question.  

In essence, Metro was being implored by the work of the NTHP to defer directly to the 

sentiments of community-based preservation activists when justifying its motives for 

decisions in the DDP.  

 

 In April 2015, NTHP staff and consultants implemented a campaign to document Music 

Row properties, while drafting historic narratives and obtaining the human story of the area 

by collecting oral histories.  The report was finalized and then approved by the Tennessee 

Historical Commission, and then the National Parks Service at the end of 2015 and 

November 2016 respectively.357   

 

 

                                                
356  Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 11. PDF. 
357 Rau, Nate. "Oral History Project Created for Music Row." The Tennessean. The Nashville Tennessean, 
14 May 2015. Web. 
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Community Involvement and Complimentary Activity: The NTHP and Nashville 

Metropolitan Planning 

 

In October of 2015, Metro Planning Staff started work on a plan to guide Music Row’s 

future by consulting with stakeholders throughout the community.  Stakeholders include 

Edgehill Neighbors; the Music Row Neighborhood Association (MRNA); the Music Row 

Coalition (MRC); the Edgehill Village Neighborhood Association; people who live and/or 

work throughout the neighborhood; and both Vanderbilt and Belmont universities.  

Between October 2015 and June 2016, there were several community and stakeholder 

meetings hosted by Metro Planning Staff.  Further, solicitation of the community’s 

involvement and presence at the meetings was vigorously undertaken, with more than 2600 

residents and property owners throughout Music Row contacted by mail, in addition to 

social media, email newsletters, and frequent updates posted to Metro’s webpage.  The 

series of meetings were aimed at a variety of issues: gathering opinions on how best to plan 

a way forward for the neighborhood; hearing community opinion on the evolving plan; 

tourism and transportation impacts on the neighborhood; and how to best preserve the 

neighborhood’s historic buildings.  Another critically important thrust of these meetings 

was that the agendas of the meetings also sought to encourage preservation by making 

plainer the process through which individual property owners might seek National Register 

inclusion for eligible properties at their own discretion, and explaining various incentive 

programs associated with preserving historic buildings to stakeholders.  Finally, in a very 

powerful demonstration of collaboration between city government and preservation 
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advocacy, The Metro Planning Department and the NTHP began working together on an 

action plan to provide guidance for the future of development on Music Row. 358 359 

 

In an ambitious move, the NTHP undertook the weighty task of affiliating the entirety of 

Music Row’s historic built environment with the National Register of Historic Places by 

preparing a Multiple Property Documentation Form (MPDF).  Although the form is not in 

itself a nomination, it does fulfill several important functions.  Prepared by Carolyn 

Brackett and Robbie D. Jones, the Music Row MPDF is a multifaceted work that 

documents Music Row’s architecture and cultural significance within an historic 

framework.  Further, it efficiently organizes these findings to present a user-friendly 

overview of what the neighborhood contains in both tangible and intangible contexts of 

wealth, where the dovetailed phenomena of cultural trends, patterns of history, and 

property types are presented in an easily accessed report.  Ultimately, the MPDF is 

invaluable in the capacity that it (much like other National Register documents) functions 

as a roundhouse of information that capably assists researchers in both preservation studies, 

nominations, and/or designations of individual properties.360  In fact, Brackett and Jones’ 

MPDF has been a foundational and invaluable resource for the realization of the author’s 

own work.  

 

The NTHP released a second report in May 2016, which recommended that Music Row be 

designated a “cultural industry district” in order to give property owners more avenues of 

                                                
358 Ibid. 
359 Rau, Nate. "Music Row Named a National Treasure." The Tennessean. Nashville Tennessean, 12 Jan. 
2015. Web.  
360 Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 11. PDF. 
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legal power through which to navigate increased options for preserving their historic 

properties.  To better realize proper oversight of the district, the NTHP also recommended 

that the district be managed by a nonprofit organization to better promote the music 

industry, and its adjunct business on Music Row. Working in concert with Metro’s 

evolving plan for Music Row, the plan made a concise and in-depth series of 

recommendations, which complemented Metro’s evolving vision for the neighborhood. 

Among the additional recommendations were:  

 

• The establishment of a Cultural Legacy Music Row Business Fund 

• Development of a loan guarantee program at either the State or City level that 

would specifically assist small businesses on Music Row 

• The establishment of a Music Row Historic and Cultural Preservation Fund 

• The creation of a Cultural Legacy Music Row Business Fund 361 362 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
361 Stewart, Erica. "New Recommendations for Preserving Music Row." Music Row Stories. The National 
Trust for Historic Preservation, 12 May 2016. Web. 
362 Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 12. PDF. 
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Metro Weighs In 

 

     In June 2015, at the fifth and final meeting of a series by Metro Planning, new 

protections for Music Row were made public via a draft for the Music Row Detailed 

Design Plan (DDP).363  Notably, the plan included proposals for implementing its Special 

Policies.  Using feedback gathered at this meeting, Metro Planning Staff negotiated with 

stakeholders to make workable revisions to the DDP.364 365   Out of these meetings came 

revisions that resulted in the creation of a set of “Guiding Principles” that take into account 

feedback gathered from all concerned. Within the DDP, Metro noted that: “Overall, the 

findings are that stakeholders wish to balance new development with preserving the 

character of the Music Row neighborhood”.366  In 2016 the DDP draft was polished and 

finalized, then, on December 6 2016, The Nashville Metro Planning Commission voted 

unanimously to approve the Music Row Detailed Design Plan. 

 

The Music Row Detailed Design Plan and Historic Preservation: Cause for 

Encouragement? 

 

The core of the Music Row DDP is comprised of the five “Envisioned Music Row 

Community Character” guiding principals367. The author offers reflections on each 

principal in italics.  

                                                
363 Figure 6.1 
364 Ibid. 
365 Rau, Nate. "Metro Unveils Protections for Music Row." The Tennessean. The Nashville Tennessean, 28 
June 2016. Web. 
366 Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 13. PDF 
367 Ibid. 
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1. Preserve Music Row’s character. Music Row is a district where the 

business of music production & publication occurs, and there’s nothing like 

it anywhere else in the country. 

 

This is very significant in that it is an explicit admission of Music Row’s incredible 

significance as an intersection of history, business, and culture by Nashville’s city 

planners. It is a public embracing by civic governance of Music Row’s immense tangible 

and intangible wealth in a city-planning proposal.  

 

2. Reuse of existing buildings should support the Music Row community 

while maintaining neighborhood character. New development will play a 

major part in helping that happen. 

 

Inclusion of the word reuse is powerful in the first part of the above principal because it 

outright points to reuse in a way that supports the heritage business (music) of the 

neighborhood by conceptually conjoining those values to guidance regarding the 

preservation of buildings. It also implies that any new development will play a supportive 

and contributing role to the historic built environment of Music Row, in both functional 

and esthetic characteristics.  

 

3. Manage tourism. Music Row should be an entertaining and educational 

place for tourists to visit, but tourist traffic can’t be allowed to interfere with 
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the work that goes on there. A visitors center, signage, historical markers, 

and mobile applications are some possible ways for tourists to learn about the 

history and culture of Music Row without disrupting business and creative 

activities. 

 

The city is acknowledging that, due to its historic quality, and because of its place in the 

imaginations of the country music community, Music Row will—for better or worse—

remain a significant destination in Nashville’s tourist industry. Therefore, the next logical 

step lies in creating a sensible elevation of official involvement in the management of 

tourist flow. A major reversal of perspective when compared with the previous plan by the 

Music Row Visioning Committee that strove to drive tourist activity out of the area.368 

 

4. Encourage creativity and collaboration within the music community by 

providing incentives for affordable and unique creative and performance 

spaces along Music Row. 

 

This principal presents an excellent opportunity for a potential tie-in with re-use as 

discussed in principal #2 AND reiterates the necessity of keeping the planning trajectory of 

Music Row in line with the making of music itself.    

 

5. Preserve and enhance the streetscape. Music Row’s compact and walkable 

nature have been an essential part of the business and creative process – new 

                                                
368 Discussed on p. 136 
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development should respect that and continue to provide a pleasant, 

pedestrian-oriented environment. 

 

     Ties in with Principals #2 and #3. The visitor’s center, apps, and signage could 

individually or collectively play a large role in keeping the pedestrian-oriented character 

of neighborhood in place while managing increased foot traffic. Incentives to 

stakeholders/redevelopers to include provisions for signage, in addition to managing the 

height of rooflines and depth of setbacks could also help. 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________ 
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Figure 6.1: 2015. A public meeting for Metro’s Music Row Detailed Design Plan. 
Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission 
How it Works/Where it Works: A Closer Look at the Music Row Detailed Design Plan and  

 

Where the Music Row DDP Sits in the Scheme of Nashville Metro 

     The Music Row Detailed Design Plan is nested in a larger work: the Green Hills-

Midtown Community Plan.  The purpose of the DDP is to guide planning from a 

neighborhood-based perspective that cannot be provided for in the more overarching Green 

Hills-Midtown Community Plan.369  Therefore, the DDP functions as a geographically 

specific amendment to the Community Plan, which, in turn, is a specific component of the 

countywide “NashvilleNext” General Plan.   

                                                
369 Figure 6.2 
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A key component of NashvilleNext—Nashville’s long-range plan—is the development of 

“Community Character Manuals”, which contain “Community Character Policies” that 

provide specific guidance in the preserving and building of each of Nashville fourteen 

distinctive communities.  According to Metro, the Community Character Manual has three 

main functions: 

 

1. To explain and institute the Community Character Policies that will 

be applied in each Community Plan; 

2. To provide direction for the creation of implementation tools such as 

zoning; and 

3. To help shape the form and character of open space, neighborhoods, 

centers, corridors, and districts within communities 

 

     The Special Policies in the Music Row DDP make use of a multitude of specific 

recommendations for both Community Character and Special policies.  For example, one 

of the Community Character Policies described by Metro identifies Music Row as a  “T5 

Mixed Use Neighborhood” (T5 MU), which Metro describes with the intent to:  

 

… preserve, enhance, and create high-intensity urban mixed 

use neighborhoods with a development pattern that contains 

a diverse mix of residential and non-residential land uses. 

T5 MU areas are intended to be among the most intense 

areas in Davidson County. T5 MU areas include some of 
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Nashville’s major employment centers such as Midtown that 

represent several sectors of the economy including health 

care, finance, retail, the music industry, and lodging. T5 MU 

areas also include locations that are planned to evolve to a 

similar form and function.370 

 

In the Music Row DDP, zoning area descriptions are followed up by explanations of 

adjunct policies that address: office concentration, civic (publically owned) spaces, open 

space, and transitional spaces between various property types.  Additionally, there are 

several other coded policy types coexistent within the Music Row Study Areas Boundary, 

which are visually presented as a map,371 and catalogued in the plan.  The plan’s Special 

Policies outline more specific guidelines, such as: building frontage: streetscape standards; 

façades; parking and access; lighting and landscaping; and—most pertinent to this study—a 

policy that guides developmental proximity to National Register (NR) and National 

Register Eligible (NRE) properties.  New development adjacent to National Register or 

National Register Eligible properties should effectively provide a transition in scale, 

massing, and design to the NR or NRE designated property.  A successful transition may 

address such elements as adequate separation, establishment of a thoughtful back-to-back 

or side-to-side relationship between developments, a reduction of height and massing 

towards lower scale buildings, and using a building type complimentary to the adjacent 

structure’s form.372 373 

                                                
370 Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 15. PDF. 
371 Figure 6.2 
372 Music Row Detailed Design Plan. Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission. 2016. 18. PDF. 
373 Figure 6.3 
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Figure 6.2: 2016. The Music Row Detailed Design Plan’s Community Character Policies 
Map.  
Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission 
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Figure 6.3: Detail of a 2016 Music Row Study Area Map displaying data on NR and NRE 
properties. Of all the eligible properties (coded in yellow) on Music Row, only a few have 
been added (coded in green) to the National Register. The properties coded in pink are 
ineligible.  Beyond what is provided for in the DDP, it is hoped that the forthcoming Music 
Row Zoning Code will provide stakeholders with options and incentives aimed at 
preserving the historic built environment.  
Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission 
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The significant aspect to remember about the Music Row DDP is that it is not a zoning 

document.  Rather, the Music Row DDP is intended to serve as a group of guidelines and 

recommendations that shall serve to inform future zoning and rezoning activities.  As an 

analog, one may imagine the DDP functioning much like the U.S. Constitution—as in a 

foundational sense—while zoning has a more plastic role, which is, in turn, similar in 

function to how various legislative efforts in Congress may be challenged, modified, 

upheld, or discarded on the basis of whether or not they are deemed as being in accordance 

with the Constitution. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.4: Map of Green Hills-Midtown District (shaded in green) in relationship to 
Nashville’s other districts. 
Nashville Metropolitan Planning Commission 
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Figure 6.5: (L-R) The author with Carolyn Brackett and Robbie D. Jones in December 
2015.  Photo by Kristine Shaw Southern  
 

 

Toward a Music Row Zoning Code: An Interview With Tim Walker, Robbie D. Jones, and 

Carolyn Brackett on the Music Row Detailed Design Plan 

 

Tim Walker is the Executive Director of Historic Commission and Historical Zoning 

Commission for the Metro Government of Nashville and Davidson County, Tennessee.  

The Nashville Historic Commission’s mission is to preserve, protect, and document the 

history, historic places, buildings and neighborhoods of Davidson County.  Working in 
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liaison with Metro Planning, Mr. Walker has had a degree of influence and perspective in 

the creation of the more preservation-oriented guidelines put forth in in the Music Row 

Detailed Design Plan.  After reading it myself, I reached out to Mr. Walker because his 

opinions and viewpoints on the DDP are rooted in civic involvement.  As indicated earlier 

on in this study, Carolyn Brackett, Senior Field Officer for the NTHP in Nashville; and 

Robbie D. Jones, Senior Historian and Branch Manager of New South Associates, Inc. and 

under contract to the NTHP, have completed the formidable task of realizing the research, 

writing, and assembly of the NTHP’s recent and sizable work in Music Row, as well as 

working alongside of Metro in an effort to build consensus between stakeholders, the 

community at large, and city government.  I first met Walker, Brackett, and Jones when all 

graciously agreed to meetings concerning Music Row’s preservation dilemma during my 

2015 fieldwork in Nashville. Since then, we have continued our dialogue regarding the 

ongoing effort to preserve Music Row.  In May 2017, Walker, Brackett, and Jones were 

interviewed separately, but their answers are presented here alongside one another.  Their 

respective answers and opinions are theirs alone and in no way represent the organizations 

with which they are affiliated or employed. 

 

John Southern:  Does this plan comprehensively go far enough to appropriately curtail 

aggressive development on Music Row for the immediate future? 

 

Tim Walker: No, but we and the Metro Planning Commission are working with 

stakeholders to rezone the area by creating a new zoning/building code that would set a 

higher standard for the built environment and protect historic resources.  The hope is to 
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have the new code, the Music Row Code, [which] will be in place by the end of the 

year.  At the same time we are working to create incentives to keep the area viable for 

music related businesses.  

 

Robbie D. Jones: In short, no.  In my opinion, the Metro Planning Department assumes 

that Music Row will be redeveloped and the Design Review Plan will simply guide the 

growth.  It does not curtail the growth or include sufficient measures to preserve historic 

buildings and sites on Music Row.  

 

Carolyn Brackett: No.  The plan does not address curtailing aggressive development for 

two reasons 1) It only focused on construction of new buildings – set backs, height, etc. – 

which is not a preservation strategy and 2) Nashville’s use of Specific Plan374 means that 

any property owner or developer can go around the Design Plan to request and exemption. 

Since the allowance for SP was created in 2005 by Metro Council a property owner has 

never been denied approval until the buildings on 16th Avenue in 2015, so developers 

purchase property with the assumption that they will easily receive an SP.  This effectively 

nullifies any regulation in the Design Plan. 

 

                                                
374 According to Nashville Metro “A ‘Specific Plan District,’ generally known as ‘SP’ zoning, refers to a 
new type of base zoning district, not an overlay, which is not subject to traditional zoning districts’ 
development standards. Under SP zoning, design standards established for that specific development are 
written into the zone change ordinance. Developers who use SP zoning must still follow historic and 
redevelopment guidelines, subdivision and stormwater regulations, and the goals and objectives of the 
General Plan.”  http://www.nashville.gov/Planning-Department/Rezoning-Subdivision/SP-Districts.aspx 
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Southern: How big a part did the recent and very public preservation controversies 

(namely the narrowly averted demolition of RCA Studio A) play in inspiring/informing the 

creation of the plan? 

 

Walker: It played a very big part.  Without that controversy, I don’t believe the recently 

adopted new planning policy or the Music Row Code discussion would have occurred.  

 

Jones: The controversies sparked the conversation and brought national attention to our 

efforts to preserve Music Row.  While RCA Studio A brouhaha a in 2014 received the most 

national attention, the rezoning freeze that occurred in February 2015 as a result of Historic 

Nashville's petition to stop rezoning for an apartment building on 16th Avenue South had 

the most impact at the local level.  The petition tipped the scales with the Metro Planning 

Commission and resulted in a 18-month rezoning freeze, which bought us time to complete 

documentation, bring in the NTHP and other national experts, and advocate to local 

residents, leaders, and property owners.  Those conversations continued throughout the 

community planning process as preservation remained a top priority.  While the Music 

Row Design Plan calls for preservation of historic buildings, whether any preservation 

tools that effect significant and long-lasting change will be implemented is yet to be seen. 

 

Brackett: As time has passed since RCA Studio A was saved in September 2014, it has 

come to be viewed as what preservation should be – saving “under glass” a few iconic 

places, but it does not make a connection to the larger, earlier goal of preserving Music 

Row’s character by preserving buildings as well as the music industry in this unique place. 
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Southern: To what degree have recent Music Row-related preservation activities such as 

those by the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Historic Nashville, and others 

influenced or informed Metro’s Detailed Plan for Music Row?  

 

Walker: All were integral.  The combined efforts of Metro Historical Commission, Metro 

Planning Commission, Historic Nashville, Inc., Tennessee Preservation Trust, and the 

National Trust for Historic Preservation were necessary to get to where we are, and 

hopefully where we want to go. 

 

Jones: In my opinion, the NTHP and HNI375 have been the absolute driving force behind 

preserving Music Row.  Without these two organizations persistently keeping the 

community informed, the preservation effort would have never gotten off the ground or 

maintained any momentum.  The NTHP should be commended as the driving force that has 

kept this effort going through ups and downs over the past 3 years.  Other groups such as 

the Music Industry Coalition came and went and others have morphed into something else, 

but the NTHP and HNI have remained steadfast and focused. 

 

Brackett: There is now a planning effort underway to develop the Music Row Code that 

will override the Design Plan if approved.  The Code will include setting up a Design 

Review Committee to review proposed changes or demolitions to properties identified as 

                                                
375 AKA Historic Nashville Inc. I contacted HNI regarding my visits to Nashville. Unfortunately, due to 
logistical restrictions on their part, we were not able to meet when I was in town. Although HNI is a great 
preservation organization, my inability to develop a working relationship with them resulted in training my 
focus on Nashville Metro and the NTHP for interviews, etc. I sincerely thank them here for all they have 
done, and continue to do for Music Row. 
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NRE through our research.  This idea came from Metro Planning and is currently receiving 

significant push-back from developers and land use attorneys.  My opinion is that using 

60+ NRE properties as the basis of preserving the character of Music Row – an area with 

700+ properties is not going to have an impact.  The Code is still in development so until a 

draft is presented this summer I can’t speak to its value as a preservation tool. 

 

Beyond preservation of historic resources, do you think city revenue from the country 

music tourism industry acted as an impetus for the creation of the plan? 

 

Walker: No, I don’t think this was a primary reason.  Many of the larger labels have 

moved to the downtown area, and some of the smaller music related businesses have 

moved to Berry Hill.  The greater community didn’t want to lose our historic Music Row 

neighborhood due to its significance and contribution to music at a national and 

international level.  They want it to continue to be a viable music making area. 

 

Jones: No, I do not.  Besides tours of RCA Studio B and a few bus tours, right now Music 

Row is not a significant tourist destination and I don't see city leaders as seeing that as 

changing significantly, although there are plans for more studio tours, bus tours, and so 

forth.  Music tourists primarily come to Nashville for the downtown museums and 

entertainment districts.  
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Brackett: No.  There is little understanding of the connection between the millions of 

visitors who come to Nashville – to Music City- each year, and the fact that much of the 

music has been made on Music Row for 60+ years. 

 

In your opinion, how could the plan be approved or amended to better serve the 

preservation of Music Row, while still acknowledging sensible levels of development? 

 

Walker: Only the new planning policy for Music Row is currently in place.  It was 

approved last year.  The second part of the plan is to adopt a new zoning code, the Music 

Row Code, and it is under development now.   

 

Jones: Nashville should implement a local version of Section 106 review, which would 

allow for individual NR-eligibility evaluations, an assessment of effects, and mitigation if 

necessary on a case-by-case and project-by-project basis. Right now, the planning 

department does not take into account that NR-eligibility changes over time, that other 

buildings on Music Row may be NR-eligible for reasons other than music industry, that 

some current NR-eligible buildings may fall off the list and that others will be added.  In 

short, NR-eligibility is not set in stone at any given time.  The NR-eligible list is a living, 

breathing document and should be treated as such.  In addition, the city has not offered any 

incentives that would encourage preserving historic buildings on Music Row.  These places 

should be seen as assets to the city, instead of burdens and impediments to redevelopment.  

We're not there yet in Nashville.  Not even close.  
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Brackett: The Trust issued an extension recommendations report in May 2016 to address 

incentives for preserving buildings including an investment trust, a preservation fund and 

tax incentives.  These are all outside of the responsibilities of Metro Planning, but there has 

been little (or no) effort by stakeholders to implement these tools, even as stakeholders 

continue to state that they want incentives.  The Code as a stand-alone tool is not ever 

going to be enough to preserve/sustain Music Row. 

 

________________________________________ 

 

As Mr. Walker stated in the interview, the DDP is a critical step toward a specialized code 

for Music Row that will go further than any previous Metro Planning activity to create a 

way forward for the neighborhood by protecting its distinctive character, while offering 

every historic property on Music Row a new set of zoning that better encourages 

preservation.  The evolution of the plan that will guide the future of Music Row’s built 

environment is the culmination of a vibrant interface between stakeholders, preservation 

organizations, and city government.  Most promising within the plan are its strict 

limitations on the number of stories for new developments throughout Music Row, 

which—in theory—should discourage condominium and office construction speculation, 

thus providing far less incentive for owners of historic properties to sell out to demolition-

minded developers.  With the preceding in mind, what residually troubles the author are 

Mr. Jones and Ms. Brackett’s understandably bleaker vision of the situation.  For example, 

if SP’s continue to be granted as liberally they historically have been, what good will all of 

the proposed regulation seated within the DDP be able to do?   Absent something with 
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legal “teeth”, how will meaningful preservation be effectively encouraged or enforced?376  

Lastly, the author respectfully disagrees with Ms. Brackett and Mr, Jones’ opinion that 

Music Row is not a significant tourist destination in Nashville.  During fieldwork in the 

neighborhood, the author noted a profusion of tour buses traversing its main avenues, along 

with a noticeable amount of passerby tourist activity on the sidewalks.  Further, the web-

related wealth regarding all manner of historic, advocacy, and civic data related to Music 

Row is fairly robust. Perhaps the recent controversies have sparked a renewed interest in 

Music Row as a tourist destination?  With the preceding in mind, it is likely that the flow of 

tourism into the neighborhood will only increase in coming years, whether the City and 

landowners like it, or not.  Thanks to all of the recent media attention, the general public is 

more aware of Music Row than ever.  

 

The Music Row DDP (thus the imminent Music Row Code) is the direct result of a pooling 

of input and resources between preservation organizations and city government.  The 

pairing of Metro and the NTHP collaboratively working on a vision for the future of Music 

Row presents a model of how synergistic such interfacings of entities can be in achieving 

dynamic and effective preservation planning.  Each organization was able to bring to bear 

the edge of their respective acumens to the proceedings.  The NTHP was able to interact in-

depth with stakeholders and then tailor—presumably through characteristic ingenuity and a 

wealth of previous case studies—an approach that was sympathetic and protective of the 

community.  Further, the NTHP’s approach was sensible; recognizing the need for a 

dollars-and-cents plan that would bind the stakeholders together in a common interest 

                                                
376  Two potential examples are strong incentivizing to preserve, and the “mini sec. 106” specific to Music 
Row that Mr. Jones suggested in the interview. 
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comprised of financial and cultural cohesion.  Metro Planning had, on the other hand, 

steeped themselves deeply within the interactive aspects of the community meetings, and 

through their own experience in civic zoning and codification, were able to construct the 

draft for a design plan aimed at reigning in overzealous development, while encouraging 

preservation to the general satisfaction of residents, business operators, and landowners 

alike.  The efficacy that the two entities demonstrated regarding their concern and vision 

for Music Row was made all the more impressive by their obvious willingness to work in a 

complimentary fashion with one another.  Ultimately, the two organizations enhanced one 

another’s plans and recommendations through an antiphony of both ideas and outlook.  

Although the results did not come without some degree of contention, Metro, the NTHP, 

stakeholders, and music lovers everywhere were brought into closer alignment with the 

communication and interaction that went into the realization of the Music Row Detailed 

Design Plan.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

This thesis, with its explorations of the physical, social, and cultural histories attributed to 

each of the featured properties created a framework or figurative “scope” through which to 

examine a particular built environment with historic preservation in mind.  Although the 

physical esthetics of each building did not offer explicit cause for preservation there can be 

little doubt that the sociocultural events that took place in the three recording studios 

profiled here did.377  The depth and richness of each building’s intangible wealth was 

confirmed by the presentation of strong documentation throughout the thesis, represented 

by the public’s interest in various forms, especially activism, curation, advocacy, 

philanthropy, and civic planning. As a musician, anthropologist, and preservationist, the 

author created a distinctive analytical framework that served the aims of this thesis with an 

interdisciplinary approach. 

 

This thesis also established that philanthropy is among the most powerful means of threat 

resolution on Music Row, and—through rigorous research—presented a strong case for it 

with a diverse synthesis of historical evidence.  The three historic recording studios 

profiled in this work were all under threat of loss at one time or another.  Philanthropy 

saved Bradley/Columbia Recording Studios and RCA Studio B from redevelopment by 

utilizing a plan for repurposing them: the former as a museum and the latter as a complex 

of recording arts classrooms.  RCA Studio A was also saved by philanthropy, but it was 

                                                
377 And, in the case of RCA Studio A, so did the remarkable extant acoustic material treatments by 
Volkmann et al.  
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activism and resulting media coverage—ignited under the threat of its impending 

demolition by a condominium developer—that caught the attention of the philanthropist.  

People embraced a common cause through the formation of a community, in which they 

were united by memories that are indelibly linked to time, place, and sociocultural 

phenomena.  In other words; the former pair of studios were saved by acts of preemptive 

charity that were backed up by a plan to make the sites socially relevant, if not financially 

profitable, while the latter example was still functioning as a profitable business when the 

threat of demolition was made to the building that houses the studio.  The common 

denominator in the successful preservation of each of these buildings has been intervention 

by philanthropists; advocate-minded individuals with enough financial capital to purchase 

the buildings, and agendas that aim to preserve rather than profit. 

 

 In all cases, proper documentation of each building’s histories—both the physical and 

sociocultural—was necessary to organize and convey significance.  The histories of each of 

the three main properties presented in this thesis were researched extensively.  While 

physical descriptions are undoubtedly important to each of the profiled buildings’ 

respective documentations, when examined and analyzed in aggregate, it is the 

sociocultural history of each building that shines out as exceptionally rich and distinctive.  

In the case of the buildings profiled in this thesis, it is specifically peoples’ memories of 

events—the history that was made in each building—that work to sanctify them in the 

public’s consciousness.  Thus, this study has asserted and demonstrated that the social and 

cultural histories are the most important aspects that establish significance for each of 

them.   Therefore, an organized and comprehensive presentation of these qualities has been 
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made to establish or “build” the case for their significance, solidly proving the primacy of 

the sociocultural over the physical in the significance of each of the three recording studios 

that were researched and written of by the author.  

 

This thesis has demonstrated that the historical background of the Music Row area has, in 

many ways, mirrored the arc of country music’s evolution: from agrarian378 beginnings, 

through to the distinctly urban treatments of commercial construction made possible by 

mixed-use zoning and proliferation of modern materials after World War II.  Nashville’s 

capacity, from the Civil War forward, to absorb and assimilate all manner of rural folk 

from surrounding regions has proven to be an enduring source of strength born of cultural 

integrity.  Country music and the country music industry on Music Row is hard evidence of 

this phenomenon.  Arriving as a somewhat marginalized shoebox industry, the business of 

country music went on to iconize Music Row and arguably the entire city of Nashville.  For 

all the many things Nashville has been and is, the name of the city and country music now 

stand as indivisible in American consciousness. 

 

The Bradley brothers were indeed the founders of Music Row.  They saw the opportunity 

made possible by civic rezoning and seized it. Zoning plays an inestimably crucial role in 

the evolution of districts, neighborhoods, and cities.  With that in mind, city planning is 

legislatively (if not morally) responsible for Music Row’s past, present, and future. 

Therefore, the history made on Music Row has been, is, and will be intertwined with city 

planning.  No matter the intensity of advocacy at the organizational level, without the 

                                                
378 Rokeby Place oversaw the 200 acres of farmland that the neighborhood grew out of. 
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cooperation and concern of local government to adequately designate, codify, and 

incentivize, then little to nothing can legally protect endangered properties from their 

current or future owners.  

 

To understand the synergy possible in city-level preservation efforts, this thesis presented a 

dynamic interface of preservation and planning through a processual illustration that details 

the NTHP’s close work with the city’s Historic Preservation Commission and Nashville 

Metro Planning on developing the forthcoming Music Row Zoning Code.  

 

Additionally, this work showed that documentation and activism play an interactive—if not 

reciprocal—role with one another.  Activists, whether grassroots (e.g. Ben Folds) or deeply 

organizational (e.g. the NTHP) seeking to articulate significance of an endangered building 

can use their own documentation and research, or they may use the work of others to rally 

grassroots support or petition local governments.  They can, in turn, inspire others to 

undertake further primary research and production of knowledge, which can serve to act as 

a tipping point for their commitment to the favorable resolution of an historic resource’s 

endangerment.  The NTHP, for example, supercharged the reciprocal process by 

conducting an ambitiously comprehensive oral history survey and pairing it with a 

synthesis of local histories to create their own highly effective group of studies on Music 

Row, then presented their work online and at community meetings with stakeholders and 

advocates in the community. Such synergistic bodies of work go quite an 

intellectual/emotional distance; operating in persuasive testimony of Music Row’s 

intangible wealth, and do so enduringly. 
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This thesis has also shown that preservation advocates and city government can, indeed, 

work productively alongside one another and still retain their own distinctive perspectives.  

In the interview presented at the end of Chapter Six, the viewpoints of city government and 

advocacy diverge in a compelling fashion, but, in summation, there is a tangible sense of 

concern for the future of Music Row from both standpoints.  Walker’s tone appears more 

hopeful and conciliatory regarding the push and pull between city planning, stakeholders, 

and advocacy.  True, it would be easy to write that off to bias; that his frame of reference is 

tied to his position within Metro itself.  However, Mr. Walker may have a perspective that 

allows him to see the plan’s productiveness in a fashion few others could.  Mr. Walker has 

dual roles as a preservationist and planner.  The author believes Mr. Walker wants to see 

Music Row preserved and agrees with his opinion that the Music Row Detailed Design 

Plan is a good first step in sorting out the problems of Music Row.   

 

Since Nashville Metro—in accordance with preexisting laws—cannot force owners of non-

designated properties to preserve, then the best that can be done is to create zoning that 

does not encourage the construction of massive condominium and office buildings 

throughout the neighborhood.  The guidelines within the DDP should help with their 

regulations of setbacks, rooflines, stories and building height.  The community character 

guidelines of the DDP do more than what was previously available to protect historic 

properties from adjacent developments with specialized esthetic requirements of plans 

submitted by developers.  Should more be done to the SP exceptions articulated in Chapter 

Six?  In the author’s opinion: absolutely yes. Such exceptional loopholes are the single 
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biggest threat to any meaningful enforcement of the forthcoming Music Row Code.  The 

frustration and displeasure of Mr. Jones and Ms. Brackett was resonant with the author as 

they articulated the shortcomings of the DDP, the City’s lack of incentivizing, no real 

preservation legal reform, and a history of Metro granting SP zoning that allows developers 

to side-step restrictions within the General Plan, etc.  Jones and Brackett possess a 

perspective afforded to them by tireless advocacy at the street and community level.  They 

know firsthand the many frustrations brought by planning (or lack thereof) when it creates 

a legal vacuum that disproportionately favors redevelopment over preservation.  Still, it 

remains the author’s opinion that the Music Row DDP is significant and positive in that it 

at least introduces new guidelines for the neighborhood.  The guidelines within the DDP 

are not unchangeable at this point, and may be still be amended in such a way that the 

Music Row Zoning Code may be able to close loopholes that have been frequently abused 

by developers.  The author hopes that Mr. Jones and Ms. Brackett’s considerable powers of 

advocacy and ingenuity will serve the revisions of the DDP well as they seek to level 

whatever influence they can in the drafting of the Music Row Zoning Code.  Based upon 

conversations with him, the author trusts that Mr. Walker is sympathetic to the aims of Ms. 

Brackett and Mr. Jones.  With that in mind, it is the author’s sincerest hope that all three 

find ever-expanding common ground on which to plan for a future that protects one of 

Nashville’s richest historic resources. 

 

This thesis has also shown that the slack, mixed-use zoning that allowed the Bradleys and 

their successors to build Music Row in the 1950’s through to what it was by the 1990’s has 

had a double-edged effect, boomeranging back at preservation efforts.  As previously 
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stated, by the 2010’s, aggressive redevelopment made luxury lofts the “next wave” of 

property speculation in the neighborhood.  From the standpoint of landowners and 

developers, preservation isn’t always an attractive option, especially when a building’s 

commercial viability is at risk.  Why preserve a property when one can make a fortune 

redeveloping it instead? 379  This riddle resides at the core of the Music Row preservation 

conundrum.  Solving it lies in the ability of both preservation advocates and city planning 

to attractively incentivize preservation as part and parcel of historic property ownership on 

Music Row.  Short of a philanthropist intervening in each and every case (not at all likely 

for buildings with modest histories) the current landowners will have to want to preserve if 

Music Row is to be truly “saved”.  Then—and presumably only then—overlay status can 

be ascribed to each property as they enter an official inventory of locally designated 

properties.  As always, intangible wealth remains the best argument for preservation of the 

midcentury buildings on Music Row, but what of the dwindling Victorian examples extant 

in the neighborhood?  These surviving members of the original streetcar suburb will need 

to be engaged on a case-by-case basis.  If nothing else, their visually esthetic value alone 

may be their best hope of salvation.380   

 

There were, of course, a number of limitations that were encountered in the course of this 

study.  Time constraints prevented the development of a deeper set of data through which 

to base each chapter.  It is of the author’s opinion that enough information exists that each 

                                                
379 The author in NO WAY espouses such a flagrant viewpoint. Rather, the author offers a rhetorical 
question to facilitate an understanding of the problematic rationale of those who choose to opt out of 
preservation alternatives in order to opt in to maximization via fast money offered by demolition and 
redevelopment.  
380 Many of these buildings now function as boutique office space for industry lawyers and others, as 
attractive and prestigious offices that help brand the inhabitant’s business entity. 
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individual chapter could be developed into a potentially much larger work all in itself.  In 

the case of compiling and synthesizing various pools of historical information, a 

considerable amount of deliberation had to be undertaken in order to prioritize what 

information was to be introduced and built upon.  Looking back, the author realizes that 

deciding what to leave out, was perhaps as time consuming as what deciding what to 

include in each chapter, and this was borne out in the course of seemingly countless edits 

and rewrites. With regard to fieldwork, there simply wasn’t enough time or funding.  This, 

being a Master’s Thesis was—by default—frontloaded with those limitations.  Consider the 

fact that this thesis works within a historical timeline that stretches from the early 

nineteenth century to the present day.  Add to that consideration the fact that it addresses 

various types of histories that then had be conjoined to an almost journalistic framework in 

the final two chapters.  The author realizes that to do the amount of fieldwork and research 

that this multi-tiered subject truly deserves would require actually living in Nashville for an 

extended period of time; probably at least one to two years.  The author had two five-day 

forays to Nashville for fieldwork, and did manage to establish lasting contact with all of his 

interlocutors.  However, to be able to attend every NTHP and Metro Planning community 

meeting, and, for example, to have been able to intern or volunteer for the NTHP when 

they were amassing historical research and oral histories, and experience a day-by-day 

immersion in the affairs of Music Row’s preservation dilemma, would have been ideal. 

Accordingly, the author could have developed a broader and more complex set of 

interlocutors; including key industry individuals such as Ben Folds or Mike Curb. Neither 

Curb nor Folds responded to the author’s overtures for interviews, and with as busy as they 

are, that’s hardly surprising.  However, the author sincerely believes that relocating to 
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Nashville would’ve changed that.  By nature of repeat exposure coupled with scholarly 

persistence, an immersion in the Nashville music industry could’ve given a much richer 

perspective resulting from more relaxed and informative interviews, and with a far more 

diverse community: planners, advocates, musicians, landowners, preservationists, activists, 

academics et al.  For example, on both occasions that the author traveled to Nashville for 

fieldwork, MTSU professor Carroll Van West was unavailable for a meeting, as he was out 

of town conducting his own fieldwork.  Actually residing in Nashville could have 

overcome my inability to develop an academic relationship with a scholar that knows more 

about Music Row (from a preservation standpoint) than perhaps anyone else in academia.  

With that in mind, this thesis’ temporal and financial shortcomings point to the need for a 

much deeper study—something more on the order of a doctoral dissertation—as the only 

sensible remedy.  In fact, had the author gone on to a PhD program following his MA 

studies, it’s very likely that this thesis would’ve served as the basis for a proposed 

dissertation.  This thesis may be at its conclusion, but tomorrow never dies.  

 

If Music Row is to be safeguarded, it will have to be done in incrementally small steps, and 

in granular legal and historical detail.  Because the inventory of buildings is so diverse in 

typology and age, contiguous districting/designation is unfortunately not possible.  

Therefore, each property that is preserved will have to be designated with an individual 

overlay status.  Although the Detailed Design Plan is far from ideal in a preservationist’s 

perspective, both it and the forthcoming Music Row Zoning Code do more than what was 

in place previously.  At the very least, it should better regulate redevelopment in the 

neighborhood.  But, as always, the onus of righteous stewardship falls upon the 
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landowners.  I stress here again: it is imperative that within the plan, loopholes that provide 

for the frivolous granting of Specific Plan Districts should be closed if Music Row is to be 

safe from near-total redevelopment.  The best way forward in that situation would involve a 

more compulsive legal mechanism, which provides for more stringent review in the 

application process.  Further, if the saving of Music Row is at all meaningful to the City of 

Nashville, then the most effective measure available would be to draft and implement 

effective incentives, allowing Music Row stakeholders to rehabilitate, repurpose, and/or 

preserve all NRE-aged properties, and to do so with minimal delay.  Because it is 

unrealistic to assume that a philanthropist will save the day in every circumstance, it is 

important that advocates and planners alike actively seek to amend what is lacking within 

Nashville Metro’s zoning for the neighborhood.  Therefore, the closing of loopholes 

coupled with the financial encouragement of preservation by Nashville Metro would do 

much to slow the loss of historic resources on Music Row, while encouraging its 

preservation by landowners. 

 

The author hopes that the format of this work serves to assist future research by presenting 

a template that may be used to construct a perspective through which to examine a variety 

of preservation controversies and dilemmas for properties that are generally not considered 

physically or esthetically significant or attractive, but are nonetheless imbued with 

significance by a wealth of sociocultural historic phenomena.  The format used here—of 

building the case for significance with dense interdisciplinary histories, which then flower 

into a more journalistic overview of a current controversy—has served the author well in 

understanding the situation on Music Row, and in a way that he never previously imagined.  
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Perhaps others may refine and modify it to suit their own ends?  Secondly, the author hopes 

that his research has brought together a body of history, analysis, and primary research that, 

when taken into collective account, make this thesis a go-to document for those seeking to 

engage the multidimensional intangible wealth of Music Row.  Third, the author sincerely 

believes that all of the considerable effort that went into this work will be more than 

justified if for only that it functions to help the reader better appreciate the fashion in which 

buildings house figurative interiors; containing rich stores of historical, social, and cultural 

data.  There is—of course—always far more to an historic building than meets the eye.  

 

Time and again, the author’s intellectual roots in music and cultural anthropology, coupled 

with his graduate studies in historic preservation were indispensable to him regarding the 

induction and analysis of data gathered on Music Row.  In terms of inspiring various lines 

of inquiry, this thesis points toward potential academic wealth to be gained by examining 

the socially scientific aspects of the organizations involved in various facets of the 

preservation process.  In particular, the relationships between advocates and planners in 

Nashville fascinated the author.  An entire thesis or dissertation could be fashioned from 

the interpersonal, professional, and political interplay between these two groups.  

 

 In their heyday, the three recording studios profiled in this work were active sites of 

production for the documentation of the country music art form. The inner workings of the 

studios were relegated to the stage of collective imagination and agency, in mythologizing 

part, because they were not physically open to the public in any capacity.  As a result, these 

hallowed studios have long been akin to holy sites, as places where creation myths occur.  
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In this respect, at these studios the sacred text of country music was written on a daily 

basis, where its Old and New Testaments remain in nexus today.  Therefore, the recording 

studios on Nashville’s Music Row are similar to sites of religiosity in action, of legend as a 

fluidly living tapestry, and also of cultural simultaneity. They are reflection pools of 

imagined community and nationality.  The faithful of country music negotiated the dangers 

of these pools with bilateral temporal and emotional experiences, which were then unified 

on the too-long, too-hard road to legitimization.  The rural migratory tide that flooded the 

honky-tonks transformed them into necessary pharmacies to soothe the working class, 

compelling the ascension of these rural expatriates to a peak of urban importance.  Most 

importantly, the ascension of country music to the national spotlight was a sociocultural 

payday of the most gratifying kind imaginable.  The success of the country music business 

has provided its artists, businessmen, and adherents a cultural legitimacy on the landscape 

of American capitalism without necessitating the sale of that one essential heirloom: 

bucolic authenticity.   

 

If the Ryman Auditorium is the “Mother Church of Country Music” then Music Row is 

certainly its Holy Land.  Such sanctifying aside, Music Row is now inarguably a national 

treasure.  With the combined powers of self-determination and song the people of Music 

Row’s past gifted the people of Nashville’s present with civic pride and identity.  Let those 

responsible for its future reciprocate by preserving Music Row; a place that remains a 

distinctively profound intersection of time, place, and meaning in the lives of untold 

millions. 
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