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Middle Tennesseans in Motion
Louis Kyriakoudes explores the roots of the “modern,
urban South” (p. 2) in this impressively constructed volume focusing on the greater Nashville area between 1890
and 1930. By bridging the histories of urban and agricultural history while dabbling in gender, race, labor, and
other sub-disciplines, Kyriakoudes has made a valuable
contribution to a number of fields. The author has combined thorough research with lucid, largely jargon-free
writing. The book therefore lends itself quite well to a
number of graduate and undergraduate courses.

periphery that abound throughout this study.[1] Opry
listeners, according to Kyriakoudes, “could project their
nostalgia for elements of a fading rural culture without
actually surrendering their desire for the products and
the ways of modernity” (p. 8).
Having demonstrated his comfort with cultural history, Kyriakoudes proceeds to analyze the economic,
geographic, and demographic pressures that helped to
transform the greater Nashville area between 1890 and
1930. Nashville’s location in the Upper South, as well
as its good fortune in surviving the Civil War with little damage, helped to account for the city’s development
as a “merchant’s city” by the turn of the century (p. 22).
The Cumberland River and a number of railroads helped
to link Nashville to a series of various markets, and in
turn, helped to draw the rural residents in the hinterland closer to Nashville’s economy. The development
of this integrated transportation system also proved to
restrict the development of Nashville’s economy to low
value-added industries, such as wheat, lumber, and livestock. Although entrepreneurial Nashvillians attempted
larger scale industrial concerns, especially in iron, textiles, and meatpacking, they found that they were unable to compete with other, more established competitors. Nashville’s businessmen consequently focused on
developing regional markets rather than national ones.

Kyriakoudes attempts to tell this story through the
eyes of the participants. Wherever possible, he adds
the stories of common people to illustrate specific points
about changing social, economic, and cultural practices
in the greater Nashville area. Thus, readers get to encounter the (often dashed) hopes of the people drawn to
Nashville for a variety of reasons. Kyriakoudes reminds
us that although they were taking place in processes that
were national in scope, the participants saw their choices
in deeply personal and individual terms.
Kyriakoudes begins his story with a compelling chapter examining the birth of Nashville’s famous Grand Ole
Opry. The ties between the Opry and Nashville’s environs were tight, the author argues, as many of the early
performers hailed from Middle Tennessee. He believes,
however, that the traditional understanding of the Opry
is as flawed as is the traditional understanding of the
urban South. Some previous scholars have argued that
the Opry demonstrates the dominance of rural values in
Southern cities. Yet the Opry had a much more complicated relationship with rural culture than its admirers
might care to admit, and that relationship serves as the
bridge onto the interesting struggles between core and

The residents of Nashville’s rural surroundings receive the majority of the author’s analysis. The same
forces that drew Nashville businessmen into larger market networks compelled their rural brethren, too. Farmers felt additional pressures, which Kyriakoudes demonstrates were compounded by race and by gender. High
fertility rates, declining child mortality, and a rise in land
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