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 Escape
to the

South
Cities like New York, Los Angeles, 
and San Francisco have borne 
witness to something of an exodus  
in the past five years. Creatively 
inclined residents are flocking to the 
country’s midsize cities, particularly 
in the South. But aside from the 
obvious attraction of a comparatively 
low cost of living, what is drawing 
people to places like Asheville, 
Austin, Nashville, and New Orleans? 
And can these smaller cities sustain 
such rapid growth?

By Mikki Brammer

New Orleans, Louisiana

Austin, Texas

Nashville, Tennessee

Asheville, North Carolina
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Among the latest projects 
from Michael Hsu Office 
of Architecture are 
(clockwise from top) the  
arts and community space 
Canopy; the Llano 
Retreat, a residential 
project located in the 
nearby Hill Country; and  
the 83-room South 
Congress Hotel.

Few places would be so fiercely proud of a slogan that implores 
residents to keep their city “weird.” And it’s this passion for  
the unconventional that’s attracting so many entrepreneurs, 
designers, and other creatives to Austin. 

“Austin is very much still discovering and defining itself,” 
says architect Michael Hsu, who founded his practice in 2005. 
“To a young designer it feels like an opportunity, because we’re 
away from the social and cultural hierarchies that you might 
find in New York, L.A., and Chicago. Austin rewards creativity 
and supports those who take risks.” 

Such pioneering mindsets have earned it the nickname 
“Silicon Hills,” stemming from its reputation as a tech hub, 
particularly for new start-ups. Established brands like Apple, 
Facebook, and Google all have local outposts, but the city  
also provides an excellent testing ground for new companies 
and initiatives—Whole Foods started there in 1980, while, more 
recently, Car2Go used the city for its pilot program in 2009 
before launching across the country. 

As one of the fastest-growing metro areas in the United 
States, Austin faces affordability issues that threaten its status  
as a haven for creatives. It’s not only housing that’s becoming 
increasingly inaccessible, but also independent music venues, 
cultural hubs, and studio spaces. All this means it’s increasingly 
harder to keep Austin, Austin.

“It’s like as soon as development happens and a city grows, 
the first people to go are the artists, because they have the least 
amount of money for studio space,” Hsu says. A recent project 
by his firm, Michael Hsu Office of Architecture, is Canopy, which 
converted a concrete warehouse into an arts community that 

Austin has always 
been known  
for doing things 
differently. Though 
thoroughly Texan 
at heart, it’s often 
considered the 
quirky black-sheep 
sibling to other 
cities in the state.

provides space for makers, artists, and other creatives. That 
project already has a substantial waiting list, while another—
Springdale General, a campus of affordable maker studios, 
creative office space, and workshops—is in the works. 

Mayor Steve Adler recently introduced the Austin Music  
and Creative Ecosystem Omnibus Resolution, which hopes  
to address these pressures on creatives by preserving music 
venues with land trusts, streamlining the permitting process 
with entertainment licenses, and codifying entertainment 
districts. In addition, the City of Austin’s new CodeNEXT plan—
part of its 30-year Imagine Austin strategy—will revise the  
Land Development Code, with an aim of making the city more 
walkable and preserving the identities of its neighborhoods. 

Though bike use is increasing, public transit is a challenge, 
particularly since the recent outlawing of ride-sharing com- 
panies such as Uber. Robert Hoang, director of marketing for 
San Antonio–based architects Lake Flato, adds that there’s  
also a need for Austin to establish a stronger urban identity. “As 
a creative destination and a current ‘it’ city, the architectural 
character and defining civic and urban park space is lacking,” he 
says. “There are plenty of high-rises going up, and park develop-
ment, but nothing like Millennium Park or The Broad museum.”

Still, there is one crucial reason why a regional architec- 
tural powerhouse like Lake Flato, which has worked on numer-
ous projects in Austin, chose the city as the location for its 
second office. “Austin is a remarkable place, with a very authen-
tic spirit,” says cofounder David Lake. “Authenticity in place 
making is so critical when a city is expected to double its popu- 
lation by 2040.” M

NEW TALENT: FANDINDO

“I’m always looking for seduction in my pieces,” 
says textile designer Luisa Gil Fandiño. “I like 
how people are driven to touch them.” Tapping 
into her industrial design background—and her 
passion for geometry, tessellations, and frac-
tals—her designs evoke the organic structures 
found in nature, particularly the landscapes  
of her native Colombia. Gil Fandiño spent time in 
Chicago and London before moving in 2012 to 
Austin, where she produces textiles under the 
brand Fandindo. “Most of the people you meet in 
Austin moved here to make something happen,” 
she says. “In London and Chicago, I always felt 
more like a spectator, but here you can be part 
of the conversation—as long as you work for it.”
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Left: The second of three 
iterations of the beloved 
Nashville coffee brand 
Barista Parlor occupies 
the former Golden Sound 
recording studio in the 
Gulch district. The design 
for the café (which was 
co-created by musician 
and now-local Dan 
Auerbach of the Black 
Keys) features work by 
local makers including 
Hazelwood Laboratories, 
Holler Design, Aaron 
Rosburg, and Sideshow 
Sign Co. Right: The bar 
and restaurant Old Glory 
in Nashville’s Edgehill 
Village makes use of a 
space that was originally  
a 1920s boiler room. 

It’s a typical misconception. Though Nashville is indeed the 
home of country music, its music scene, and the city’s appeal  
in general, extend far beyond cowboy hats and pedal steel.

“I think when Jack White moved here in 2006, it changed  
a lot of people’s perceptions about the city,” says creative 
consultant Libby Callaway, who left her job as fashion editor  
at the New York Post to relocate to Nashville in 2004. “One  
of the coolest, most enigmatic creative guys in the music 
industry wanted to be based here—there’s something to that, 
and it kind of changed people’s attitudes.”

While music may have been the catalyst, that creativity 
quickly spread to other industries within the city, giving rise to 
a tight-knit community of makers, designers, and craftspeople. 
With that also came a refreshed culinary scene with original 
takes on Southern fare purveyed in imaginative spaces that have 
elevated Nashville’s prominence on the national food map. 

“It’s almost comical to watch the reaction of people making 
their first trip to Nashville,” says commercial real estate broker 
and developer Elliott Kyle. “The individual neighborhoods,  
the aesthetics, the offerings—it’s a much more sophisticated  
and forward-thinking market than people expect to see.” 
Enticed by this renaissance, bigger brands are now making 
themselves at home. Warby Parker recently opened a head-
quarters and showroom there, and NYC-based cocktail bar 
Attaboy will also soon open a locale in East Nashville. 

Architect Nick Dryden recalls that when he arrived 20  
years ago, the downtown area on the banks of the Cumberland 
River was like a ghost town—these days Nashville’s overall pop- 
ulation is nearing 700,000. As the city has grown at an inor-
dinate pace and become notorious for demolishing buildings, 
Dryden has found himself an unwitting preservationist, with 
many of his projects now centering on the adaptive reuse  
of small “landmark jewels” throughout the city. Among them is 
the second location of coffee haunt Barista Parlor, in what was 
once the Golden Sound recording studio. “A lot of our work 
lately has some narrative that speaks to the history of Nashville,” 
he says. “Especially now that things are getting knocked down, 
there’s more emphasis on seeking out those projects, so that 
we’re at least stabilizing some valuable fabric of Nashville.”

The city has other growing pains as it scrambles to keep  
up with its prolonged growth spurt. For big-city transplants 
accustomed to an efficient public-transit system, Nashville  
can be a rude shock. A 2013 study estimated that the average 
number of annual rides on public transport per capita in 

It’s not uncommon for people 
planning a visit to Nashville  
to be posed a certain question:  
“So, you like country music?” 

Nashville was 9.9—compared with 229.8 in New York City. 
The upside, if there is one, is that the lack of public trans-

port has given rise to the popularity of Lyft and Uber, which, 
though their rates are considerably lower than in bigger cities, 
provide a valuable second income for the many songwriters, 
musicians, and other creatives struggling to make their way. And 
more brave souls are attempting to live without a car, though  
the lack of sufficient bike lanes—and, in some neighborhoods, 
sidewalks—makes it a challenge. 

Yet such drawbacks aren’t proving to be deterrents to 
prospective Nashville residents—an estimated 60 to 100 people 
move there every day. For creative professionals in particular, 
the city offers a less cutthroat environment in which to pursue 
their passion. “People who are moving in and setting up shop 
here don’t always trust that the existing community wants  
to help them as much as it truly does,” says Callaway. “But 
everybody here is really out for the next guy, because right  
now it benefits us in the long run to support our neighbors and  
to support these small businesses that are growing.” M

NEW TALENT: FORT HOUSTON

At the heart of Nashville’s maker community,  
in the city’s up-and-coming Wedgewood 
Houston neighborhood, is the Fort Houston 
makerspace. Founders Ryan Schemmel and 
Josh Cooper (who moved back to Nashville after 
living in Brooklyn) opened the 10,000-square-
foot space in 2011 to provide support to 
Nashville’s makers. The building (once the oldest 
sock mill in the South) includes full-scale wood, 
print, and metal shops, a 3D printer, and a dark- 
room. “Nashville has always been a city based 
on creativity and innovation,” says Schemmel. 
“There aren’t a lot of 9-to-5ers in this town  
when it comes to the creative economy. It’s just 
a really great city to start something new.” 
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A 1928 Art Deco building 
on Carondelet Street is 
now home to an Ace Hotel 
designed by Roman and 
Williams and architects 
Eskew+Dumez+Ripple. 
True to the spirit of the 
brand, which is known for 
cultivating a design-
inclined clientele, its 
public spaces—including  
a music venue,  gallery, 
Stumptown Coffee 
Roasters café, and pool 
deck—have already 
become popular gather- 
ing places for locals. 

Not only structurally but also politically, New Orleans has 
challenged its old guard mentality. While the change has been 
gradual, it has created opportunities for out-of-towners will- 
ing to invest in the city from a financial perspective—and, more 
importantly (and thanks to its relative affordability), for  
young, fresh talents looking to make something of themselves. 

Granted, things certainly happen a lot slower in New 
Orleans, and migrants need to resign themselves to the fact that 
they’ll spend a good portion of each year with a constant  
sheen of sweat on their brows. But the city’s rich artistic history 
and compelling, often mercurial personality make it all the 
more appealing to creatives. Thanks to increased regulations 
that have helped make business fairer and curtail the cor- 
ruption the Big Easy has been known for, the city is making it 
easier for those starting out or seeking new independence.

Architect Ariana Rinderknecht moved to New Orleans  
in 2012 from New York, where she had spent eight years  
with AvroKO. Initially, she took on a role with local firm  
Eskew+Dumez+Ripple, but recently struck out on her own  
with her partner to form WAAR Design Office, which is cur- 
rently working on a multifamily residential project, and will 
soon start on a boutique hotel. Such a step, she says, would 
never have been possible in New York. “I will always be a New 
Yorker. But I just wanted to have my own office. I’m an archi-
tect, I want to build things, and it’s infeasible in New York  
to do all of those things unless you’re wealthy.”

Caroline Farouki, an interior designer who also happens to 
be an AvroKO alumnus, moved to New Orleans with her hus-
band, Sabri (an architect whose pedigree includes SHoP, Diller 
Scofidio + Renfro, and, most recently, Bjarke Ingels Group), a 

When a city 
endures a  
natural disaster 
as catastrophic  
as Hurricane 
Katrina, it’s 
tough to find a 
silver lining.  
But amid all the 
devastation,  
New Orleans was 
forced to reset. 

year ago. As was the case with Rinderknecht, the move gave 
them the chance to open their own practice, Farouki Farouki. 

Originally from Lafayette, Louisiana, Caroline says that in 
addition to the lure of affordability and the chance for them and 
their young son to be closer to family, the couple was enticed  
by the opportunity to be part of a relatively nascent industry 
in New Orleans. “We knew there was a good amount of cre- 
ative energy and experimentation here and yet there wasn’t an 
architecture and interior design firm that we would necessarily 
want to work for. Nothing was of the caliber of AvroKO or  
Bjarke Ingels Group, so we felt like there was room for us.”

Though the firm has quickly won several interior design 
projects, particularly in the hospitality sphere, they’ve come 
across the challenge of having to compete in a market where 
fees are substantially lower than in big cities, and where 
contemporary design is less favored.

“I think people here are really rooted in traditional archi-
tecture,” says Caroline. “It would be more fun if people really 
see the pleasure in having some diversity in design and opening 
up to different styles.”

Still, the New Orleans hospitality industry in particular is 
becoming more discerning and willing to test out new concepts. 
As a sure sign of the city’s evolution, this past March an Ace 
Hotel made itself at home in the Warehouse District. “We’ve 
always been in love with New Orleans—it’s got such a storied 
history and an unconventional beauty,” says Kelly Sawdon, 
partner and chief brand officer of Ace Hotel Group. “There are 
musicians, artisans, and makers who have been spinning magic 
into the city long before we came along. We were just excited  
to take part and to share that spirit with others.” M

NEW TALENT: MICHAEL GLENBOSKI

Glenboski moved to New Orleans from Brooklyn 
nine years ago in search of a lifestyle that  
would allow him to pursue the artistic side 
projects he was passionate about. While 
working on architectural projects in the city,  
he has also become a fierce proponent of Airlift, 
an artist-driven initiative that highlights the 
city’s underground arts scene through concepts 
such as The Music Box Roving Village (pictured). 
Though there’s ample opportunity for creatives 
in the city, he says, finding funding is another 
story. “In New York, people will write big checks 
without really having to be asked. Here, it’s a 
struggle because there are a lot of creative 
groups but not a lot of patrons.”
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Brandon Pass designed 
this 2,000-square-foot 
three-bedroom, three- 
bathroom house built in 
the Sandy Mush area of 
Leicester, North Carolina, 
using a passive strategy. 
Direct and indirect 
passive solar collection, 
geothermal heating, 
natural ventilation, and 
local materials all 
influenced the design 
process and shaped  
the final form for maxi- 
mum energy efficiency.

It makes sense, then, that a city in the embrace of the Blue 
Ridge Mountains has become a magnet for the creatively 
inclined. With a population nearing 90,000, Asheville is signif-
icantly smaller than other Southern cities known for their 
creative communities, but for some people that’s precisely the 
point. Larger cities are accessible from its mountain perch, 
allowing its residents to retreat into nature while still maintain-
ing the urban ties they crave.  

But this influx isn’t a new phenomenon. There’s a long 
tradition of craft, textile, and related economic development in 
this region, dating back to Black Mountain College and the 
nearby Penland School of Crafts. 

True to its legacy, Asheville is still a city of transplants, 
home to a prospering community of artists, makers, furniture 
designers, and architects drawn not only to its picturesque loca- 
tion, but to the open-minded spirit the city embodies. “Asheville 
has the Southern charm with some progressive leanings, which 
is attractive to artists,” says Marilyn Zapf, assistant director  
and curator at the Center for Craft, Creativity & Design (CCCD). 

Zapf herself moved from London about three years ago  
and says that the culture shock hasn’t been as significant as one 
might expect. “Asheville is really well connected, and I feel  
like I can find people who have a worldly outlook.” She adds 
that the thriving culinary and craft-beer scenes (the latter  
is quickly becoming one of the most dynamic in the country) 
enhance the city’s charms.

For 20 years, the CCCD has advanced the craft conversa-
tion in the region and fostered a new generation of creatives, 
thinkers, and critics through scholarships, research, and 
programs. The center is currently working with national 
nonprofit real estate developer Artspace on a low-income 
housing and studio space for the city’s artists and makers. While 
the cost of living is comparatively low in Asheville, housing 
prices are rising rapidly. The old factories and historical build-
ings in the River Arts District are home to myriad working 
studios, but even these are proving cost-prohibitive to creatives 
just starting out.  

Architect Brandon Pass runs his practice from a small open 
studio space he shares with other artists, having moved with  
his wife to Asheville in 2010 after living in New York and Chicago 
(where he worked for Studio Gang). Not only has the city offered 
him a certain creative freedom as a practicing architect, but 
Pass says he has been fortunate to develop a client base that is 

The rustic life has long been a draw  
for creatives, but even more so recently 
when reconnection with nature  
has become almost a trend in itself. 

open to his contextually modern style. “I’d like to see the city 
stop reproducing styles of old. There’s a very overstylized 
bungalow or ‘mountain rustic’ aesthetic here. The old tradition-
al buildings are gorgeous, but when we try to re-create them 
with cheaper materials, we’re not really paying attention to the 
social factors that ultimately led to those designs.” 

Asheville is at a crucial point in its growth from small to 
midsize city where such decisions could have a long-term 
impact. In addition to building aesthetic, it faces the challenge 
of expanding without damaging the landscape that makes it so 
appealing. The city is also in need of a more organized approach 
to urban planning and making streets more pedestrian friendly. 

Zapf adds that as more people migrate to Asheville from 
bigger cities, it’s imperative to retain the collaborative spirit its 
creative community is known for. “Now that there are more 
resources coming here, I think it’s easy for people to kind of 
want to get greedy. It’s important to maintain the focus on the 
arts and not lose sight of what made Asheville such a unique 
place in the first place.” M

NEW TALENT: IRON AND ASH FURNITURE

Originally from Detroit, Brandon Skupski came 
to Asheville for a temporary job six years ago.  
At the time he had made a career of designing 
and building canopy tours, but after attending  
a small professional crafts program at a commu-
nity college just outside of Asheville, he transi-
tioned to furniture design in 2011. Working solely 
with regional hardwoods, he crafts modern 
furniture pieces under the name Iron and Ash. 
For Skupski, the local creative scene couldn’t be 
more supportive. “Everyone understands the 
importance of local businesses, including the arts 
and crafts, in maintaining, sustaining, and 
furthering the unique lifestyle and aesthetic that 
makes Asheville a place we all want to live in.”
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