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SUMMARY

Georgia O’Keeffe was a major 20th century artist — one of the
first American modernists, and one of the few women artists
who have achieved recognition in the art world and from the
public at large. She has been called one of the best painters
America has yet produced. She has long been cherished as a
symbol of the American ideals of individualism, personal
strength, solitary freedom, and a rugged pioneering spirit.
Her life and work represent a major contribution to the
American consciousness.

The landscapes of northern New Mexico were O’Keeffe’s
greatest inspiration. From the moment she first saw them, in
her early 40s, until her death almost 60 years later, she
spent as much time as she possibly could exploring and
interpreting their shapes and colors. The relationship
between O’Keeffe and the northern New Mexico landscape
was so close that her work there became a consummate
expression of them both.

This study, prepared by the National Park Service at the
request of Congress, considers three alternatives based on a
growing consensus that interpreting O’Keeffe’s unusually
strong connections with the landscapes she painted might be
the most appropriate way of interpreting and commemorating
her significant contributions.

Although O’Keeffe wandered widely over northern New
Mexico, the area that most strongly attracted her was a
section of the Rio Chama valley from a few miles south of
Abiquiu to the Echo Amphitheater just north of Ghost Ranch.
Both of her homes are within this area, and she produced a
great body of work depicting the landscapes around Abiquiu
and Ghost Ranch. This section of the lower Rio Chama valley

is considered the core study area and appears to meet the
criteria for national significance based on its exceptionally
important association with the life and work of Georgia
O’Keeffe.

The National Park Service does not manage any of the lands
included in the study area. One of the purposes of this study
is to determine if any lands within the study area would
meet the criteria for creation of a new unit of the national
park system, or if they might more appropriately be marked
and interpreted by other public agencies or private
organizations. The following alternatives were determined in
consultation with agencies and private landowners in the
study area:

Alternative 1 would make it possible for the public to
visit or view some of the painting sites where O’Keeffe
worked. In some cases, it would be possible to compare
actual scenes with specific paintings; other viewpoints
would present landscapes and features that appear in
numerous O’Keeffe paintings. In all cases, visitors could
learn how O’Keeffe translated the landscape through her
art. To date the study team has found specific views and
landscape features associated with at least 30 paintings
within the core study area. Additional painting viewpoints
exist at Taos, Alcalde, and Nageezi, all within a 100-mile
radius of the core study area.

Alternative 2 would honor O’Keeffe and her artistic spirit
by providing a contemplative place in a landscape closely
associated with her. Structures and programs would be
minimal in the spirit of the value O’Keeffe placed on
naturalness and solitude. The preferred site for the

1il



contemplative space would be an area of approximately
1,000 acres between US 84 and the cliffs northwest of
Ghost Ranch, on lands currently owned by the U.S. Forest
Service and the University of New Mexico.

Alternative 3 would interpret O’Keeffe’s relationship with
the northern New Mexico landscape within the context of
her complete life and work. People could get a
comprehensive overview at a visitor center, then follow an
interpretive trail system into a landscape closely
associated with her life and work. The same site identified
for alternative 2 would also be the best site for this
alternative; however, the visitor experience would be more
informative, more structured, and less contemplative. The
feasibility of exhibiting a small number of original
O’Keeffe landscape paintings would be determined as part
of the specific planning required for the interpretive
center.

Each of these alternatives was analyzed to determine the
feasibility of management by the federal government (U.S.

Forest Service or

National Park Service), the state

government, or the private sector. Management could also be
though interagency and private/public sector partnerships.
Although any of the alternatives could theoretically be
managed by any of these entities, certain combinations
appeared more logical than others.
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The most feasible management option for alternative 1
appears to be management by the U.S. Forest Service. The
Forest Service already administers and protects most of
the landscapes painted by O’Keeffe in the core study area,
and it would be more efficient to keep management
responsibilities under a single agency. Congress could fund
the Forest Service to oversee the preparation of planning
studies, the production of interpretive media, the

construction of highway pulloffs at the painting
viewpoints, and the management of the landscape views to
ensure that they retained their integrity.

The most feasible means of implementing alternative 2
appears to be through the private art community. In
discussions of alternative 2, members of the art
community have repeatedly expressed concern that the
contemplative site would work only if it was sensitively
designed to reflect O’Keeffe’s artistic values. To ensure
this, it has been proposed that the site receive the
attention of a panel of nationally recognized artists and
designers, preferably in conjunction with a national design
competition. A private foundation with appropriate
authority could sponsor the competition and oversee the
development and maintenance of the contemplative site.
Long-term federal or state government involvement would
not be needed. Although the National Park Service
manages some contemplative sites, NPS management for
alternative 2 is less logical because of the limited scope
and public appeal of the operation.

The most feasible manager for alternative 3 would be the
federal government. Either the National Park Service or
the U.S. Forest Service could develop and manage an
interpretive program and visitor center dedicated to the
life and artistic career of Georgia O’Keeffe. As the current
land manager of the proposed site, the Forest Service
could integrate the O’Keeffe center into its ongoing
operations at the Ghost Ranch Living Museum/Chama
Gateway complex. As a manager with a more singular
purpose in the region, the National Park Service would
acquire and manage the land base for this alternative as
a site dedicated solely to O’Keeffe.



Each of these options would have advantages and
disadvantages for visitors. The alternatives would generally
have minor effects on the natural and cultural environments.
The principal differences are summarized in the following
table.

The concept of interpreting O’Keeffe through her relationship
with the New Mexico landscape is only one of several possible
ways of honoring O’Keeffe. Some of the other options are
summarized in the Appendix to provide an idea of the range
of actions that might be taken in consort with, or in lieu of,
the landscape-based alternatives presented in this study. The
Appendix also includes a summary of certain landscape-based
options that have been determined to be infeasible or
undesirable at this time.

Based on the information provided in this study, Congress
could choose to enact legislation and appropriate federal
funding to help implement one or more of the ideas presented
here; however, this study does not commit Congress to any
action. Action by Congress would be required to authorize
and fund ideas that would be implemented by the National
Park Service or the U.S. Forest Service, but some of the ideas
could be implemented by the state of New Mexico or the
private sector. This study outlines three reasonable
alternatives, but they are not exclusive, and other
combinations or other options are also possible.

SUMMARY COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES

ALTERNATIVE 1

IMPACTS ON VISITORS
Interpretive Potential Narrow interpretive focus on
O’Keeffe’s New Mexico landscape
art

ALTERNATIVE 2

Minimal interpretation

ALTERNATIVE 3

Comprehensive interpretation of
O’Keeffe’s life and work

Visitor Experience

Public Appeal

Largely self-directed educational
experience emphasizing form,
color, and other landscape
qualities related to O'Keeffe’s
artistic technique

Appeal to general public as well
as devotees

Self-directed contemplative
experience emphasizing seclusion,
quiet, simplicity, and other
landscape qualities related to
O’Keeffe’s New Mexico lifestyle

Narrowest public appeal

Structured educational and
contemplative experiences
addressing a range of interpretive
themes

Widest public appeal



IMPACTS ON NATURAL
ENVIRONMENT

Soils and Vegetation

Wildlife

Threatened and
Endangered Species

Water Quality

Floodplains and
Wetlands

Air Quality

Paleontological
Resources

IMPACTS ON CULTURAL
ENVIRONMENT

Historic Structures

Archeological Sites

Painting Viewpoints
and Views

ALTERNATIVE 1

Minor effect—potential for
damage to sensitive resources at
the White Place mitigated
through design

Minor effect on invertebrates and
small vertebrates

No effect

No effect

No effect

No effect
No effect

No effect

No effect expected—potential for
effect mitigated by on-site survey,
avoidance, and salvage

Character of viewpoints changed
by development; views protected

ALTERNATIVE 2

Minor effect—potential for
reintroduction of nonnative
species at the contemplative site

Minor effect on invertebrates and
small vertebrates

No effect

Potential for minor, short-term
effect associated with possible
bridge construction

Potential for impact on floodplain
mitigated through bridge design

No effect

No effect expected—potential for
effect mitigated by on-site survey,
avoidance, and salvage

No effect

No effect expected—potential for
effect mitigated by on-site survey,
avoidance, and salvage

No effect on viewpoints or
views—many views already
protected

ALTERNATIVE 3

Minor effect

Minor effect on invertebrates and
small vertebrates

No effect

Potential for minor, short-term
effect associated with possible
bridge construction

Potential for impact on floodplain
mitigated through bridge design

No effect

No effect expected—potential for
effect mitigated by on-site survey,
avoidance, and salvage

No effect

No effect expected—potential for
effect mitigated by on-site survey,
avoidance, and salvage

No effect on viewpoints or
views—many views already
protected



IMPACTS ON
SOCIOECONOMIC
ENVIRONMENT

Economic Impacts

Impacts on Local
Residents

ESTIMATED
DEVELOPMENT COSTS

ALTERNATIVE 1

Minor economic benefit from
increased tourism

Continued potential for trespass

Minor increase in highway traffic

Possible increase in traffic on
local road to White Place

$315,000 - $630,000

ALTERNATIVE 2

Minor economic benefit from
increased tourism

Possible reduction in potential for
trespass

Minor increase in highway traffic

Possible increase in traffic on
local road to White Place

$2,900,000 - $4,100,000

ALTERNATIVE 3

Minor economic benefit from
increased tourism and visitor
center operations

Reduction in the potential for
trespass

Minor increase in highway traffic

No effect on local road to White
Place

$3,825,000 - $5,325,000
(additional security for art would
add $275,000)
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BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY

In 1980 Congress authorized the establishment of the
Georgia O’Keeffe National Historic Site at O’Keeffe’s home
and studio in Abiquiu, New Mexico. In 1983, at O’Keeffe’s
request, the authorization for the national historic site was
repealed in response to concerns of the Abiquiu community
about adverse impacts from increased visitation and
tourism.

Since O’Keeffe’s death in 1986 several new proposals have
been made for appropriate ways of recognizing,
commemorating, and interpreting her contributions to the
art world. In 1988 a task force established by New Mexico
Senator Pete V. Domenici suggested seven possible ways of
honoring O’Keeffe: (1) rename the National Endowment for
the Arts museum grant program as the Georgia O'Keeffe
Museum Grant Program, (2) rename the National
Endowment for the Arts as the Georgia O’Keeffe National
Endowment for the Arts, (3) rename the Forest Service’s
Chama River Canyon wilderness areas as the Georgia
O’Keeffe Wilderness, (4) rename Cerro Pedernal as Georgia
O’Keeffe-Pedernal Peak, (5) establish a Georgia O’Keeffe
endowed chair in art at the University of New Mexico, (6)
establish a Georgia O’Keeffe Trail, and (7) establish a
Georgia O’Keeffe museum at Ghost Ranch. These proposals
were developed and analyzed in consultation with
O’Keeffe’s long-time friend Juan Hamilton, her niece June
O’Keeffe Sebring, the U.S. Forest Service, the National
Endowment for the Arts, and representatives of the art
community in New Mexico. During the review of the work
of this task force, two additional proposals were developed:
(1) federal assistance to the Museum of New Mexico for the
addition of a Georgia O’Keeffe exhibit to the Museum of
Fine Arts, and (2) a "landscape museum" featuring the

terrain of northern New Mexico depicted in O’Keeffe’s
paintings.

In October 1988 Congress again formally recognized
Georgia O’Keeffe’s significant influence on the world of art
and directed the National Park Service to study possible
ways of interpreting her nationally significant
contributions (Public Law 100-559, reprinted in appendix
A). The idea of a landscape museum had received support
from several sources, including representatives of
O’Keeffe’s estate, so Congress specifically requested that
the study include an evaluation of the feasibility of
marking and interpreting the landscapes from which
O’Keeffe drew much of her inspiration.

No National Park Service precedent exists for the concept
of preserving and interpreting landscapes as the subject of
art. However, this concept is receiving attention. The
National Park Service is undertaking a nationwide study
to identify the most important resources associated with
the theme of painting and sculpture. In 1991 a workshop of
experts was sponsored by the National Park Service. Those
experts considered the idea of preserving and interpreting
landscapes as the subject of art appropriate, noting the
particular importance of landscape painting to American
art traditions. The theme study work group considered
landscapes most valuable in association with an artist’s
home or studio, but added that in a few instances it might
be valid to preserve and interpret a landscape by itself, if it
was connected with a significant body of work or a
significant artist or school, expressed the personality and
values of the artist and helped illustrate his or her
individual approach or technique, and could be identified



in the art and retained integrity to the work. The lower Rio
Chama valley in northern New Mexico was singled out as
an example of a potentially significant landscape based on
the exceptionally strong association between this landscape
and the life and work of Georgia O’Keeffe.

In keeping with a growing consensus that interpreting
O’Keeffe’s unusually strong connections with the
landscapes she painted might be the most appropriate way
of interpreting and commemorating her work for the
American people, the National Park Service has developed
three alternatives based on this concept. Relying heavily on
the works of art historians and consultations with
knowledgeable persons, the study team has identified a
study area that was central to O’Keeffe’s life and art. The
team focused on northern New Mexico because O’Keeffe
considered it the center of her universe. ("I have been
around the world one and a half times. I don’t know
anywhere I would rather live than here.") However,
O’Keeffe lived, visited, and painted in many different
places, and future coordination or cooperation with other
O’Keeffe-related sites might eventually enhance this
project.

The National Park Service does not manage any of the
lands included in the study area. One of the purposes of

this study is to determine if any lands within the study
area would meet the criteria for creation of a new unit of
the national park system, or if they might more
appropriately be marked and interpreted by other public
agencies or private organizations. The National Park
Service has consulted with agencies and private
landowners in the study area to determine the range of
feasible alternatives for commemorating and interpreting
O’Keeffe (see "Study Team and Consultants").

As indicated by the range of options already proposed, the
concept of interpreting O’Keeffe through her relationship
with the New Mexico landscape is only one of several
possible ways of honoring O’Keeffe. Some of the other
options are summarized in the Appendix to provide an idea
of the range of actions that might be taken in consort with,
or in lieu of, the landscape-based alternatives presented in
this study. The Appendix also includes a summary of
certain landscape-based options that have been determined
to be infeasible or undesirable at this time.

Based on the information provided in this study, Congress
could choose to enact legislation and appropriate federal
funding to help implement one or more of the ideas
presented here; however, this study does not commit
Congress to any action.



The Crey Hills, 1942
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