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Starting as a ticket-taker at the Music Row 
location in 1976, Kyle Young has risen to 
the CEO post for the Country Music Hall of 

Fame and Museum. For an institution that’s now 
so highly regarded, it can be diffi cult to fathom 
how shaky its foundation was prior to and even 
since its move downtown in 2001. Weathering 
challenges including the Sept. 11 tourism slump, 
the 2008 recession and the 2010 fl ood to
become the most-attended music museum
in the nation is a testament to many things.
Not least of which is the enduring appeal of 
country music.

Country Aircheck: What’s the current state of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum?
Kyle Young: Well, it’s pretty good. We took two pretty big risks. One was moving downtown 
when there was virtually nothing south of Broadway. “SoBro” wasn’t even in the parlance at 
that time. For various and sundry reasons, we were really challenged once we got down here 
after opening in May 2001, primarily by 9/11. The second big risk was expanding. I’m happy 
to say that on the other side of both of those, we have something we’ve wanted for a long, 
long time – fi nancial stability. 

With that, we’re able to concentrate on things that will ultimately be very benefi cial to the 
city and the music industry as opposed to just trying to make payroll. When we moved down-
town, we thought it would be great for the community – Nashville – to look at us as an asset. 
We’re getting there, but we’re not there yet. We also wanted the artist community to look at it 
as their museum, and that’s starting to happen.

Did the latter happen because of the move?
All of them did. If we had stayed on Music Row we might not have made it. The last year we 
were on the Row 138,000 people came through and we grossed about $1.4 million. We were 

living hand-to-mouth and 
had been from day one. 
When we got down here 
we started operating in 
the black, barely, and had 

a prodigious debt service we were trying to handle – about $1.7 million annually. Then we 
moved through expansion and got to the point of real fi nancial stability. 

I don’t think Nashville would have thought we needed this great building in the heart of 
downtown. The shift from, “That’s not really ours,” to, “Hey, that’s a good museum,” is big. 
The relationships between the music industry and the non-music industry are a million times 
better. Look at CMA Fest. A lot of people roll into town for it and it’s a great week, but locals 
embrace that to an extent they never did before. 

As it relates to the artist, we were looked at like most museums as kind of old and dusty. 
Not relevant. Moving here and having it grow gives us more space to do things. You can add 
on more staff. You can engage contemporary artists via the American Currents exhibit or what 
we’re doing on the second fl oor. 

There seems to have been an emphasis on having exhibits on Tim & Faith, Jason Aldean, 
Blake Shelton and Taylor Swift, among others. How do you balance what’s happening right 
now with the old and dusty, as you say?
If you sit in on our exhibition planning meetings you’ll hear “balance, depth and texture” 
over and over. The balance part is exactly what you just referred to. It’s good to have all of 
those folks side-by-side with Loretta Lynn and other exhibitions focused on folks who are 
already in the Hall of Fame. Then you sweeten it by opening up something like Outlaws & 
Armadillos: Country’s Roaring ‘70s. That exhibit space and the American Currents exhibition 
space are key to our success. The West Gallery where Outlaws is now has also housed Family 
Tradition, The Bakersfi eld Sound, Night Train To Nashville and Ray Charles. We are able to use that 
to tell a rich narrative, a fairly complicated story that people think they know but don’t. 

The No. 1 reason people come, according to the exit surveys, is the Hall of Fame. They 
want to see that. But we’re batting a thousand when we see one of those West Gallery exhibits 
tied with the Blake or Tim & Faith. That’s how you get 1.2 million people through a museum. 
Approach it very democratically and broadly. We also know what we’re really doing is report-
ing on what happened and what’s happening now.

American Currents looks back at the year that came before, so right now it’s 2017 – Sam 
Hunt and Jason Isbell, John Prine and Garth. It’s a great mix of stuff we carefully curate 
based on who made a big impact the prior year. That’s not necessarily selling the most 
records or having the biggest concert grosses. There are many other ways people might have 
contributed to what went on.

How dire did it get in those lean years? Was that well known?
We were intentionally not public about it at all. Our Chairman at the time, Bud Wendell, 
would say, “It’s like a startup. It’s going to take six or seven years. Just keep your head 
down. Focus on mission.” I’ll give us credit for never chasing money because if you 
do that, you might undermine your mission. You needed to be real clear on what 
you’re trying to do here. We intentionally were not public and, in fact, met with 
the Tennessean twice a year to say, “Look at how we’re doing. You can see [at-
tendance] ticking up.” And then to say, “If you’re going to write something that 
might not be particularly positive, will you give us a chance to respond?” Because we would 
hear rumors. “God, they’re in trouble.” And we were. But if it became public, that could have 
seriously stymied our growth. There were a lot of naysayers.

Was the collection ever threatened by the 2010 fl ood?
When we were designing the building, our architect Seab Tuck mentioned we were
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building in a 100-year fl oodplain and the archives 
needed to be 45 feet above ground. There had been 
some speculation about building a basement, but 
we fought that because of the fl oodplain. You didn’t 
really think much about it because 100 years is a long 
time. It didn’t seem like a big decision at the time, 
but the fact that the collection was never in jeopardy 
means it was actually a really big decision. 

What are your best memories of this place?
I have driven home a few nights and really wondered 
whether we were going to make it or not. So the 
fact that this place is pretty much safe forever is the 
best memory. If you’re talking about musical perfor-
mances, they’re endless. Last year, Jason Isbell, night 
number two, artist in residence, 400 Unit acoustic is 

one of the best fi ve shows I’ve ever seen. In 2001 walk-
ing Dolly through and into the Ford Theater when 
she decides it’s time to do an a cappella version of 
“Wayfaring Stranger.” That was pretty good. 

The question almost isn’t fair. Every Hall of Fame 
Medallion Ceremony leads one to think, “This is the 
greatest moment in music ever.”
Randy Travis. We start talking about stuff and that 
Medallion Ceremony is a very special thing. It will never 
be on TV and will always remain pure because of mo-
ments like Randy Travis deciding he wants to try to sing 
in public for the fi rst time since his health crisis. The 
progression is pretty interesting because after he got 
elected we had lunch and the discussion was about him 
being able to walk up onstage that night. Turns out, we 
get a call the day before the ceremony and Mary [Tra-
vis] asks if it’s okay if Randy tries to sing. Well, yeah.

Last year you couldn’t keep Loretta Lynn at home 
because she had to get here for Alan Jackson. Wheth-
er it’s Marty Stuart, Alison Krauss, Garth Brooks or 
George Strait, these artists are fl ying in on their own 
dime – not taking a penny – so they can perform in 
honor of someone being formally inducted into the 
Hall of Fame. I could go on and on.

Another great moment was the fi rst year Keith Urban 
and Vince Gill did All For The Hall at Bridgestone Arena. 
Man, did we need help, both fi nancial and with visibility. 
Vince had already picked up the mantle, but we needed 
someone like Keith. Walking in, seeing 18,000 people 
and thinking, “This is for us?” was pretty crazy.

What does your day-to-day look like?
Varied. We obviously interact with the music industry 
a lot. We also interact with the city. From dealing with 
kids who have come in here through Opportunity 
Now to doing an exhibition opening like we did the 
other night, it’s about half music and half not. Inten-
tionally, so. There aren’t a lot of surprises anymore. 
We’re just moving through a fairly heavy, well-formu-
lated agenda. If you’re associated with a place that is 
engaging 120,000 folks a year in your education pro-
grams, 1.2 million are rolling through your building, 
your event business is doing $15 million and there are 
1,500 live events, it’s kind of crazy.

Simple question: What is country music?
It is lyric-based, blue-collar music. It’s music that 

tells stories, and tells stories about this country. The 
way we look at country music is understanding that to 
tell this story, we have to make sure we are telling the 
truth about how much borrowing across cultural lines 
there has been from day one. We also feel a responsi-
bility to approach it in a real democratic way because 
we understand that there are all of these infl uences. 

What don’t people know about this place?
I’m often surprised by people not understanding what 
a serious museum this is. The backbone of the place 
is almost three million pieces in the collection and all 
the work being done not only to take care of it but to 
digitize and create access to it. That in itself is a very 
specialized, almost academic, enterprise.

Maybe the most important thing we did was change 
our name from the Country Music Foundation. We 
were the CMF, but becoming the Country Music Hall 
of Fame and Museum got it out of this intense aca-
demic thing into what we want to be known for. 

What comes with taking care of the collection is 
making it available. People are really surprised we 
are so active in education. As I said earlier, 120,000 
folks participated in education programs last year. We 
touched about 25% of all the kids in Metro Nashville 
Public Schools. A really proud moment last year was 
announcing Community Counts, which makes admis-
sion free to people 18 and younger. If they want to 
come with family and can’t afford it, they can check 
something out of the library that gets them in free. A 
membership that’s usually $100 is $10 if you qualify. 
That’s what good museums do.

We’re a non-profi t (c)3 that’s been accredited three 
times over a 30-year period. And we’ve made big com-
mitments to fi nancial, staffi ng, and otherwise because 
everything we do is education – from the exhibition 
programs on down.

When people really begin to understand that, does it 
open any doors for you?
Mike Tolleson, the one grownup involved in starting 

the Armadillo World Headquarters, came up from 
Austin for the opening of Outlaws & Armadillos. I 
had been wondering whether they recorded shows 
down there, because Springsteen, Freddie King and 
so many others played there. Tolleson brought with 
him a tape of the fi rst show at the Armadillo, which is 
Billy Joe Shaver opening for Waylon. He asked to see 
the archives, how we transfer stuff. He says, “Walk me 
through what you do when something comes in and 
you want to preserve it.” This recording hadn’t been 
played since it was recorded. Well, he left it with us 
because he knows it should be here. Get ready for a 
re-generation of our record label.

What would you say to people in the business who might 
have kept things the museum could be interested in?
Before you throw anything out, call us up. Often what 
people think is valuable and what we think is valuable 
are entirely different things. The general feeling is 
we’re interested in shiny stuff, and that is not the case. 
This is a research facility as well, and people will be 
coming here as they’re writing about this music for-
ever. So letters, business documents, photographs and 
recordings – I hate to think about what’s been thrown 
away. Bob McDill donated his whole life to us last year. 

He enabled us to go through his house and not all of 
that ended up here, but a lot more than he thought. 
The obvious things are all of the manuscripts, the 71 
legal pads. But there was correspondence and other 
stuff related to his career that’s really important. Once 
it rolls in here, it will be taken care of and a bunch of 
different audiences will be engaged. Plus, it’s safe.

Is it borrowed? Who owns an item once it’s in 
the collection?
Three or four times a year a relative will come to us 
saying, “You’ve got our grandfather’s instrument. He 
used to have a lot, but there’s only one left and we 
want it back.” And our response has to be that even if 
we wanted to give it to back, we can’t because it’s been 
donated. It is now part of the public trust and we’re 
just the caretakers. We don’t really own it. The public 
owns it. It’s part of this museum. What you want to say 
is, “Thank God it’s here, because if it weren’t here, 
there might not be any left.”

That almost happened once, right?
Maybelle Carter’s guitar was on loan here and the 
owner got into some personal circumstances where 
he needed to sell it. We couldn’t fi nd anyone and our 
media relations head at the time Liz Thiels brilliantly 
said, “We need to go to the paper and write about it. 
Maybe somebody will read it.” Well, someone did read 
it, came to the rescue and bought it for us. Unfortu-
nately, this person was running a Ponzi scheme and 
eventually the bankruptcy trustee calls to say Mother 
Maybelle’s L-7 and Bill Monroe’s mandolin were paid 
for with ill-gotten gains. “You owe us $1.125 mil-
lion.” We didn’t have it. The trustee said, “We know. 
No problem. We’ll auction them off and whatever it 
brings, we’re square.” Our response was, “We can’t. 
It’s in the public trust. It’s not for us to give it up – we 
don’t even have that option.” We fought through it 

and a year later settled. Thank you to the late [Sun-
trust banker] Brian Williams, who loaned us the 
money to pay for it when he probably shouldn’t have.

That tested us sorely. Our feeling is if we had given 
up those items, then Bob McDill isn’t donating any-
thing because there’s no certainty about those items 
remaining here forever.

Beyond the material representation of careers, you’re 
also shaping a subject’s narrative. Stories are so pre-
cious to people and to their families – are there ever 
points of confl ict over that?
Our not-so secret weapon is the brain trust we’ve as-
sembled who read about, consume and have written 
about this music a lot. Many of them have newspaper 
pedigrees. I am absolutely certain when we roll down 
to Austin and say, “Hey, this is the narrative we are 
going to tell,” it’s been well researched and will be 
handled beautifully. We are in a position to really tell 
the truth about stuff because we’ve assembled that 
group of people. I’m always nervous at an opening 
that we have researched, curated and written in a way 
they will appreciate and ultimately agree with. With 
Family Tradition, for example, that’s a complicated 
family. They allowed us to move forward and to do it 

because I think they trusted us. It’s an obligation and 
a responsibility to do that well. 

A large part of that Rotunda is the radio tower, rep-
resenting the guiding light of WSM-AM. Where does 
radio fi t into this place?
Radio is really crucial to the genre, obviously. In terms 
of relying on radio to get our message out, it’s really im-
portant. We participate with CRS every year and I don’t 
think we would be sitting here without radio because 
that’s the fi rst way people even heard any of this music. 
It was a way to get the music out to everybody and con-
tinues in that function, so it’s a central part of the story 
we tell as you move through the gallery space.

What was WSM’s effect on the industry ending up 
in Nashville? How important were R&B WLAC/Nash-
ville and WSM to what was going on musically in the 
South? The Night Train story wouldn’t even have ex-
isted if it weren’t for ‘LAC and pumping that stuff out 
all over the airwaves. With the Ray Charles exhibition, 
people were shocked to know he listened to the Opry 
and WSM-AM. Radio permeates everything.

There was a story about you and [former CMF Exec. 
Dir.] Bill Ivey having cocktails in the early days, talking 
about what this place could become. How close does 
this come to that dream?
There’s always a lot you can do. I don’t think we’ve 
actually gotten this museum ingrained and embedded 
in the daily life of this community like we should. You 
get there by continuing to do good work, primarily 
educating kids and giving them opportunities. In a 
lot of ways, this is a content company. As we continue 
to enlarge our cultural footprint, we are moving as 
quickly as we can toward creating more and more ac-
cess to what’s donated into this collection. You won’t 
need to roll into this building to have access to them. 

Three years ago we realized there are live events 
that only happen and can only happen in this build-
ing. We had been fi lming them on a one-camera 
C-SPAN setup, but we’ve been expanding how we 
capture those now. This year we’ll do that with 55 
separate events so they live on. I also see more activity 
in education. Probably at some point the Taylor Swift 
Education Center will stand alone just like Hatch 
Show Print and Studio B. 

We have 350,000 square feet, so we’ve got the room 
we need. We’ve got the capacity to deliver on many 
things because we have 395 people on the payroll. 
We are one of the 10 largest history museums in the 
country. We have far outpaced the Rock Hall, EMP, 
Motown, Stax and Grammy museums. The Rock Hall 
is the second biggest at $18 million in revenue and 
we’re fl irting with $50 million. We are fi nancially 
stable, have the capacity to do more and there are still 
things to do.                                                             CAC

“ I have driven 
home a few nights 

and really wondered 
whether we were 

going to make 
it or not. ”
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