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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) bH‘YS‘ICAL APPEARANCE

A large red brick structure with a Gothic influence covers approxi-
mately a quarter of a block on 5th Avenue or Opry Place as it is
called today. The structure was built in 1891 and has had few changes
made until the present. Originally, the huge building had only a
ground floor, lined with hardwood church-like pews that cost a
reported $50,000. At first there was no stage whatever, just a small
rostrum from which the speaker would address the multitude of people.
Later a stage was built; then it was enlarged to become one of the
biggest in American show business. The "Confederate Gallery" or
balcony was added in 1897 especially to care for crowds at the annual
Confederate Veterans eonventlon It is anchored on steel columns
extending to the basement. Today the auditorium will seat around
3.000 persons.

Soundly planted on a hand-cut limestone foundation the brick struc-
ture has lancet windows at regular intervals and a buttress effect

at the corners ‘and down the 31des The original pews and wood floors
remain.

In 1957 the building had a faee -lifting when aluminum and glass doors
replaced the old wooden ones that had hung there. The outside was
also sandblasted and cleaned while a new ladies' dressing room for
the artistswas built.

In 1963 the property was bought by National Life and Accident
Insurance Company Some minor improvements were made such as the
addition'of Ssome new offices alongside the stage, a new gas furnace,
and some fresh paint was applied.
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ST,A‘I' EMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Union Gospel Tabernacle, or Ryman Auditorium, as it came to be
called, had its beginnings in 1885 when Sam Jones, a Georgia
revivalist who regularly held tent meetings in Nashville, came here
for his 13th revival. Among his converts was Tom Ryman, a riverboat
captain on the Cumberland. Legend has it that Ryman's roustabouts
enjoyed, as a major recreation on land, the roughhouse breaking up
of tent meetings. On this occasion, the captain was in on the fun,
but put an end to the festivities when he realized the sermon was
on a subject dear to his sentimental heart - mother.

Following his conversion, Ryman began an ardent campaign to build
an auditorium for Jones whose powerful and emotional sermons against
the sins of the city drew tremendous crowds to his tent.

Ryman gave generously of his own money and worked tirelessly to
raise more from other sources. _Construction of the tabernacle was
started in 1889, and though Jones preached in the unfinished

building in 1891, he and Ryman were hard put to raise enough money
to finish with their project.
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Ten years later the State of Tennessee issued a charter of incor-

poration to_the Union Gospel Tabernacle as "strictly religious,
nonsectarian, and nondenominational, and for the purpose of promoting
religion, morality, and the elevation of humanity to a higher plane

and more usefulness.”

When Ryman died in 1904, Jones came up from Atlanta to preach his
funeral in the Tabernacle Hall on Christmas Day. He praised the
captain's tenacious 15-year effort to make the building a reality,
and suggested that its name be changed to Ryman Auditorium. "All
those in favor stand" and 4,000 mourners rose to their feet in
unanimous tribute and approval.

In the early 1900's a stage was built to replace the pulpit, and
within a few decades, Ryman aidiences had heard the Chicago, Boston,
and New York Symphony orchestras as well as Sousa's band and the
Marine band. o

The year 1901 saw the Metropolitan Opera's production of "Carmen"
and "The Barber of Seville." With the popularity of lyceums and
chatauguas in 1904, the auditorium's trustees contracted with the
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May Dean Coop Eberling
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Tennessee Historical Commission
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12-10-70
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As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na-
tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law
89-665), 1 hereby nominate this property for inclusion
in fhe National Register and certify that it has been
evaluate‘ci[ !according to the criteria’ and fprocedu res set
forth by the National Park Service. The recommended
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Natiogal ] State Local
Nam /
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Rice Lyceum bureauY ies of lectures, mu51c, readlng and

entertainment.
During the Ryman's grea »s Nashville saw all the famous ones of
the world of culture and entertainment, Victor Herbert conducted his
orchestra for the May Music festival of 1903, and two separate
attractions brought Paderewski and William Jennings Bryan in 1907.
Carrie Nation lectured on prohibition to a full house that year,
and Emma Calve came twice.

Russell H. Conwell and Booker T. Washington lectured and Louise
Homer, the prima donna of the Metropolitan was booked at the Ryman.
Helen Keller and her teacher appeared there in 1913 and, Pavlova,
Tetrazzina and Alma Gluck made 1914 a memorable year. Galli-Curci
thrilled the city in 1918, and in 1919 Paul Ryman, tenor, created
considerable interest when he appeared in concert in the auditorium
named for his father. 1919 was a great year for the Ryman and
Nashville as Caruso sang on April 29 followed on April 30 by Galli-
Curci. Seats sold for $2 to $6 each with box seats on stage bringing
$10 each.

Mischa Elman played the Ryman in 1920, and so did Billy Sunday,
though in another fashion. And since that time Marice Evans,
Helen Hayes, Katherine Cornell, Maud Adams, Otis Skinner, Marian
Anderson, Arthur Rubinstein, Bob Hope, Doris Day, and many other
famous people have entertained on this stage.

The Grand Ole Opry was formed in 1925, but did not make the Ryman
its home untll 1941. Since that tlme, for many at least, the
Ryman's claim to fame has been the fiddling and plcklng, singing
and joking of the Saturday session at "Thuh Ryman.’

As the Union Gospel Tabernacle, the Ryman had its beginnings the same
yvear as New York's Music Hall, whose name later became Carnegie Hall.
The two have in common also flne acoustics and a lustrous roster of
performers. It might be noted that the Ryman had a performance by
the Metropolitan Opera in 1901, something Carnegie Hall has never had.

On September 27, 1963, the Ryman became the property of the National
Life and Accident Insurance Company. Shortly afterward the name for
the auditorium became officially the "Grand Ole Opry House." Since
that time some improvements have been made on the structure. It has
been made suitable for the taping of the Johnny Cash Show each week
with a removable stage in the center and special lighting. Officials.
of the Opry have been very careful in altering the structure lest the
colorful atmosphere of the Opry House be lost. After all, a part of
the charm of the Opry lies in its unique setting located in the old
brick barn-like structure located in the heart of thriving downtown
Nashville.




