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THE PAINTING AND SCULPTURE
THEME STUDY WORKSHOP

The Painting and Sculpture Theme Study Workshop convened
a group of 26 professionals, approximately half from within
and half from outside the National Park Service, for two-and-
one-half days to

. define the National Park Service’s role in preserving
and interpreting American painting and sculpture

. develop guidelines for determining whether or not an
art-related site meets the criteria for national
significance

. examine the current art-related theme structure used
by the National Park Service to organize and evaluate
sites

The theme study work group included people with

backgrounds and interests in fine art, art history (including
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specialists in both painting and sculpture), cultural history,
and American and British history. It included highly respected
museum directors and managers, curators, educators, historic
site managers, and city planners, along with NPS policy
makers and staff knowledgeable about the national historic
landmarks program and national historic site planning and
management (see the list of participants at the end of this
report).

The National Park Service thanks all of the agencies,
institutions, and individuals who have given so much of their
time to provide the extremely useful information included in
this document. This participation will help preserve significant
resources and heighten understanding of the contributions of
American art and artists to our national heritage. Cooperative
efforts can result in some of the best and most creative
solutions.




Shaw Memorial, Augustus Saint-Gaudens, 1897. Courtesy: National Park Service,
Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site.



PART ONE:
MAJOR FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS




THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE’S ROLE
IN INTERPRETING THE VISUAL ARTS

Art is an integral part of our
American heritage and an important
context for understanding our
history and our contemporary world.
Art reflects and is reflected in our
most fundamental perceptions of
who we are.

When we won our independence

from England, our art became an

expression of great national pride in

what was uniquely American, particularly as it related to the
wild and pristine nature of the New World. By the end of the
Civil War, our perceptions and our art had changed. Innocence
and idealism had given way to a new sobriety and seriousness,
driving some artists further inward, others to starker
reassessments of the physical world, and many others back to
Old World traditions. By the turn of the 20th century a more
self-assured American art had emerged, rooted in European
traditions but aspiring to fully express American society,
including its rapidly growing urban sector. In this century
social idealism and utopianism have encouraged the
exploration of new and unique forms of social structure and
government—and of art. Now, in our time, modernism seems
to be giving way to a return to the concerns of everyday life
and an unprecedented acceptance of the validity of all forms of
human expression. Viewed within this broad cultural context,
the arts both confirm and enrich our shared American legacy.

The National Park Service, as a formal custodian of our
heritage, should play a major role in mainstreaming art into

our cultural awareness and sense of
national pride. By preserving and
interpreting art-related sites, the
Park Service can provide important
doorways for introducing people to
their national art.

To understand art, people obviously

need to experience original works in

museums and other public places.

But different and equally important
experiences can be provided by art-related sites (homes,
studios, foundries, galleries, gathering places, landscapes as
subjects of art) and districts:

+ Sites can frame art in a historical, visual, or personal
context, helping make the unfamiliar more comfortable and
approachable. People who have little background in the arts
may first relate to the history surrounding a site, or to its
scenic beauty, or to the lifestyle of its occupants, then
gradually learn how art relates to the other elements of
culture.

+ Sites represent artists as individuals. They help people
understand what a particular artist’s life was like—how this
individual influenced and was influenced by the design of
his or her surroundings. In this way sites provide a
personalized framework for understanding and appreciating
the values expressed in an artist’s work.



* Sites can address various aspects of the artistic process,

such as technique, production, and patronage.

Personal experiences at sites can leave strong impressions,
which for purposes of introducing people to their art
heritage are as important or more important than factual
material. People may be attracted by something striking
about a site, and this may provide an opening for future
experiences and opportunities to learn about American art
and culture.

The National Park Service can preserve and interpret art-
related sites in a number of ways:

* The National Park Service should make sure that important

artistic events and personages are included in the
interpretive programs developed for all NPS areas having
relevant connections. For example, the American colonial
portrait painter John Singleton Copley could be mentioned
at the home of one of his famous patrons, Paul Revere, at
Boston National Historical Park. This would be particularly
appropriate because no home, studio, or other site directly
associated with Copley has survived. As another example,
the romantic backlash to industrialization could be
interpreted at Lowell National Historical Park, where the
elements of the American industrial revolution first came
together on a modern scale—and at Yosemite National
Park, where Albert Bierstadt created his famous romantic
painting Domes of the Yosemite. Understanding American
history can be greatly enhanced by exploring art, along with
politics, economics, society, and philosophy, as a tightly
interrelated piece of the whole. Areas that are important
culturally often have important visual art connections, and
many natural parks also have ties to artists and art.
Incorporating art into a great variety of park interpretive

programs will help make it meaningful to a large number
of people with diverse backgrounds and interests.

Artists-in-parks programs were not universally supported
by the theme study work group. Some people believe that
artificial inducements to bring artists to paint in a
particular location compromise the creative process and that
the experience of this artifice is of little interpretive value.
Others believe that these programs offer a unique
opportunity to continue a tradition of art in parks and to
use the arts—not just finished works of art, but the process
of creating art, as well—as an interpretive medium,
encouraging visitors to experience a park’s resources from
this point of view.

The National Park Service should own and operate certain
nationally significant art-related sites. Some significant
artists’ homes and studios are now protected and
interpreted, mostly outside the national park system. But
a much larger number of potentially significant art-related
sites have been ignored. As a result, these valuable
representations of our art heritage are disappearing before
people have the opportunity to experience or learn from
them. Including outstanding examples of art-related sites in
the national park system will formally recognize the arts as
an integral part of our national heritage and bring
understanding of their importance to our culture. The
criteria for determining nationally significant sites and
guidelines for applying those criteria are included in part
two of this document.

The National Park Service should cooperate with managers
of other art-related sites and museums to expand upon and
enhance the interpretation of nationally significant artists
and sites. Encouraging visitors to experience original works



in museums and to visit related homes, studios, landscapes,
and other sites can greatly increase understanding and
appreciation of artists’ lives and works. Also, at certain
times American art was characterized by an unusually
strong interaction and cross-fertilization among artists that
can best be communicated by interpreting larger urban
districts or rural regions. In these instances the Park
Service should develop a comprehensive interpretive
framework and techniques for cooperative management.
Technical assistance should be provided to others in
preserving and interpreting related sites. A variety of
techniques should be considered, including

trails with self-guiding brochures or interpretive
waysides (plaques explaining why the sites are
significant)

videos and other audiovisual media
centralized interpretive centers

maps identifying art-related sites and districts associated
with significant artists, along with museums where their
original works may be viewed

Sites could be linked on local, regional, and national levels.
The Park Service might also help produce guidebooks for
American art sites in Europe, since some very significant
American artists lived most of their productive lives abroad.

The National Park Service should support the preservation
and interpretation of a wide variety of art-related sites,
including those of less than national significance, through
financial and technical assistance programs.

Weir Farm.

The Laundry, Branchville, J. Alden Weir, c. 1894.
Courtesy: Weir Farm Heritage Trust.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
IMMEDIATE ACTIONS

1. Because the National Park Service does not have a great

deal of experience in evaluating art-related sites, and
because the agency currently has limited expertise in art
history, it must rely on cooperation with professionals from

outside the agency to help analyze proposed new national

historic landmarks and national historic sites related to this
theme. The highest priority should be placed on
establishment of an informal peer-review group to help
determine the national significance of art-related sites on a
case-by-case basis. The group should be established
immediately, since decisions about art-related sites need to
be made before the completion of the theme study. The
group should include art historians, cultural historians,
museum curators and administrators, and specialists in
other relevant disciplines, including representatives of the
National Park Service, and should balance professional
biases to create a neutral testing ground for nominated
sites. The group could bring in additional experts as it
deemed appropriate. This would not be a legislated
commission. Group members would agree to make
themselves available for a specified term, during which they
would review studies of potential national landmarks and
national historic sites prepared by NPS staff. The group
would convene as necessary to make recommendations on
studies before they were submitted to the National Park
System Advisory Board. If similar groups were eventually
established for the other arts, they should be closely
coordinated.

. The theme of painting and sculpture should be expanded to
encompass all the visual arts, including graphic arts and

photography. Fluidity between these media often
characterized American artists: Painters explored
photography, illustrators became painters, and sculptors
drew. The peer-review group established to advise the
National Park Service should include art professionals with
expertise in each of these fields.

. The National Park Service should undertake a theme study

for the visual arts as soon as possible, recognizing that the
arts are severely underrepresented in the interpretation of
our culture and that potentially significant sites are
endangered. Theme studies typically include both a theme
analysis and a site survey.

. In the interim, pending the completion of the theme study,

the National Park Service should act to analyze and
influence the appropriate management of five sites that
may be highly significant:

The Thomas Eakins house in Philadelphia—This home
of one of the most significant American painters is an
endangered national historic landmark. Water from a
leaking roof is damaging the wall shared with an
attached house and is hastening the deterioration and
possible demolition of the attached structure, which
would greatly diminish the rowhouse character of the
site. The surrounding urban scene and the nearby
Schuylkill River remain much as they appeared when
Eakins lived and painted there, and the home is near the
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, where he taught,
and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where many of his



works are displayed. Interpreted together, these sites
could provide visitors with an in-depth look at Eakins’s
life and art.

The houses and landscapes associated with the Hudson
River school in New York—Within an area of several
square miles are Frederic Church’s Olana, the home of
Thomas Cole, and surrounding landscapes retaining
some of the classic views painted by the Hudson River
artists. Both houses are national historic landmarks.
Some of the historic views still retain a high degree of
integrity, but others are threatened by development.
Nearby museums have many original Hudson River
paintings. Together these sites offer an excellent
opportunity for interpreting the artists’ lives and work in
conjunction with the Hudson River tradition.

The Grant Wood studio in Cedar Rapids—The loft studio
space given to Wood by the Turner family of patrons is
one of the few surviving studios dating from the 1920s.
The property is now owned by a mortuary. The studio is
not threatened, but neither is it adequately recognized as
an important national site. Recognizing it now in the full
context of its links with the larger Cedar Rapids group of
artists and writers and with 1930s regionalism would set
an important precedent for preserving and interpreting
sites related to our art heritage.

The David Smith sites in New York—The group did not
know if any sites associated with this significant sculptor
have survived. If extant, the Terminal Iron Works,
Smith’s studio-home at Bolton Landing on Lake George,
would exemplify Smith’s welding techniques and the
inspiration he drew from the surrounding landscape. The

site is probably in private ownership and may have been
dismantled. If not, we should act quickly to protect it.

The Winslow Homer’s Prout’s Neck home, grounds, and
studio in Maine—The personality and values of one of
America’s greatest artists are expressed in this house
and studio. A designated national historic landmark in
private ownership, this site warrants special attention to
ensure that it remains preserved and well maintained.

5. It is recommended that 25 years beyond a productive period
of an artist’s life is an appropriate time to wait before
judging the significance of the artist. The National Archives
now uses this 25-year rule; the National Portrait Gallery
uses 10 years. The fact that artists are continuously
reviewed during their lifetimes provides a good foundation
for judgment after 25 years. Indeed, contemporary society
changes so fast that 25 years is a relatively long historical
perspective. Waiting longer than 25 years to determine the
significance of sites will result in many sites being lost.

Georgia O’Keeffe.



6. One or more of the following actions should be taken to
protect contemporary sites that are likely to be historically
significant in the future.

The theme study should extend to the present time.

Contemporary sites found through the theme study could
be placed on a "potentially eligible" list with the idea
that they would be reviewed again when they met the
25-year standard. The list, which would be completely
separate from the National Register of Historic Places,
might be maintained by the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, the National Endowment for the Arts, or
the Archives of American Art.

The National Park Service could support the efforts of an
organization, like the Trust for Public Lands, that would
protect sites until they were eligible for national
landmark evaluation.

A brochure identifying contemporary sites thought to be
significant could be distributed to the state historic
preservation officers and interested agencies.

Violet Sargent, 1890, Augustus Saint-Gaudens. Courtesy: National Park Service, Saint-
Gaudens National Historic Site.



PART TWO:
FRAMEWORK FOR THE
VISUAL ARTS THEME STUDY




THEME DEFINITION

The visual arts (as distinct from the performing arts, the
literary arts, the decorative arts, or architecture, for example)
include

* graphic arts
* painting

* photography
* sculpture

The theme encompasses visual art works by people who were
born in or who produced art in America. The plain arts (folk
art) and fine arts are included because both can be nationally
significant. Pre-Columbian art is a distinct theme in American
art history. The art traditions of indigenous peoples, which
developed for thousands of years without reference to art
traditions or centers outside the Americas, are discussed in a
separate context under the theme, "Cultural Developments:
Indigenous American Populations.”" However, the relationships
between indigenous art and the European-based art traditions
beginning in the 17th century should be addressed as part of
this visual arts theme.

The visual arts are closely related to the other arts and also to
other cultural themes, and these relationships should be
stressed whenever possible.
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Little Studio. Courtesy: National Park Service, Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site.






