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PROLOGUE 

When I looked about at the night I saw two tall 
poplar trees breathing—rustling in the light 
spring air. The foliage was thick and dark and 
soft—the grass bright in the moonlight. 

—Georgia 0'Keeffe 

We all understand this kind of experience—special 

times when trees in the moonlight, a desert place, a 

mountain, or living things awaken our sense of 

wonder and awe. For a moment we wish to capture 

and communicate the experience, for it is larger 

than we are. Artists devote their lives to exploring 

and communicating beauty, at tempting to give form 

through music, poetry, painting, or sculpture to the 

intangible experience of wonder. 

It is not an easy way to live. Georgia O'Keeffe has 

said, "To create one's own world in any of the arts 

takes courage." Her own life exemplifies this kind 

of courage. She sought meaning within herself, 

rejecting much of her early training in painting and 

rebelling against the popular aesthetic standards of 

the time. She also chose to live much of her life in 



isolation among the red and grey hills of northern 

New Mexico. Through her highly focused, intensely 

concentrated life, she has instilled into her paintings 

of hills, shells, pelvic bones, flowers, rocks, or 

abstract forms "the wideness and wonder of the 

world." Recognizing Georgia O'Keeffe's unique 

contribution to our national life, the Congress of the 

United States has authorized the establishment of 

her home and studio in Abiquiu, New Mexico, as a 

national historic site. 

represented. In fact, Georgia O'Keeffe is the first 

painter to be so honored. Just as Georgia O'Keeffe's 

work lends beauty and depth to our lives, so the 

tapestry of American civilization is enhanced 

through this recognition of the importance of the 

arts in our national life. 

The life of a nation is a brightly colored, complex 

tapestry of political, economic, technological, and 

cultural trends and events. In our National Park 

System, we have numerous sites connected with the 

great leaders and events of our nation's political and 

military history, as well as remnants of civilizations 

that blossomed and died before the Europeans 

arrived on the continent. However, the arts in 

America—some of the brightest and most vibrant of 

all the tapestry's threads—are but meagerly 



INTRODUCTION 

Situated on a bluff in the New Mexico village of 

Abiquiu, the 3-acre (1.2 hectare) Georgia O'Keeffe 

National Historic Site commands panoramic views 

of the Chama River Valley and the surrounding 

cliffs, which have often inspired Miss O'Keeffe's 

paintings. The site consists of the buildings which 

have housed the artist's home and studio; their 

furnishings; a patio; the grounds, including an 

irrigated garden; and a small parking area. The 

entire compound is enclosed by an adobe wall. In 

addition to its intrinsic architectural and aesthetic 
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quality, the site, especially in relation to the 

landscape, provides insights into the ways in which 

the artist perceives her environment and how she 

represents it through her art. 

According to the legislation authorizing the 

establishment of the Georgia O'Keeffe National 

Historic Site (Public Law 96-344, September 1980), 

the purpose of the site is "to preserve for the 

benefit and enjoyment of future generations 

significant properties associated with the life and 

cultural achievements of Georgia O'Keeffe." To 

achieve this purpose, the legislation authorized the 

acquisition of the Georgia O'Keeffe home and studio 

in Abiquiu, New Mexico, by donation and also up to 

1 acre (.4 hectare) of detached land by purchase, 

donation, or exchange for offsite support facilities. 

Cost ceilings for land acquisition were set at 

$40,000 and for development at $100,000. The site 

will be under the management authority of the 

superintendent of Bandelier National Monument. 

The site will not be open to the public nor will the 

National Park Service assume management 

responsibility as long as Miss O'Keeffe is in 

residence. The Park Service has, however, begun 

planning for the future management of the site. In 

accordance with National Park Service procedures 

and as required by the enabling legislation, a 

comprehensive general management plan or GMP 

will be developed and submitted to Congress by 

September 1983. In this plan, an overall strategy for 

the preservation, protection, and administration of 

the site will be developed. Guidelines will be 

established for appropriate public use and for the 

interpretation of the site to visitors. 

The Proposal/Environmental Assessment is an 

important step in the development of the general 

management plan. Based on a careful process of 

data collection, meetings with Abiquiu residents, 

professional judgment, and Park Service policies and 

guidelines, it contains a proposal for the 
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management of the Georgia O'Keeffe National 

Historic Site and an alternative to that proposal. 

The effects that the proposal and the alternative 

would have on the environment are discussed, and 

the costs of both strategies are estimated. 

The Proposal/Assessment also provides a way for 

members of the public and for federal, state, and 

local governmental agencies to contribute to the 

planning process for the Georgia O'Keeffe site. It is 

available to the public; and comments, suggestions, 

and new ideas are welcomed. Since the general 

management plan, and therefore the future manage­

ment of the Georgia O'Keeffe site, will be based on 

the Proposal/Assessment and the comments it 

generates, it is important that all interested parties 

provide their input at this time. A mailback 

response form has been enclosed for your 

convenience in making comments and suggestions. 
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GEORGIA O'KEEFFE 
Her Life, Her Work, Her Abiquiu Home 



HER LIFE 

An idea that seemed to me to be of use to 
everyone—whether you think about it con­
sciously or not—(is) the idea of filling 
a space in a beautiful way. Where you have 
the windows and door in a house. How you 
address a letter and put on the stamp. 
What shoes you choose and how you comb your 
hair. 

—Georgia O'Keeffe 

Georgia O'Keeffe (b. T887) knew from a very young 

age that she would be a painter. Her early lessons 

and experiments with painting and drawing as a 

child in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, and later as a 

teenager in Chatham, Virginia, led to studies at the 

Art Institute of Chicago and the New York Art 

Students League. After several years of work as a 

commercial artist in Chicago and later as an art 

teacher in Amarillo, Texas, and at the University of 

Virginia, O'Keeffe studied with Arthur Dow at 

Columbia University, from whom she learned princi­

ples of composition which involved the concept of 

filling a space in a beautiful way. 

Teaching to support herself and working in the 

evenings on her art , she began to combine Dow's 

principles of composition with the technical aspects 

of the painter's craft that she had mastered while 

studying in Chicago and New York. In 1915, she sent 

some of her work to a friend from art school, Anita 

Pollitzer. Without O'Keeffe's knowledge, Pollitzer 
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showed her work to Alfred Stieglitz, a major figure 

in American photography and the owner of Gallery 

291 in New York, where modern abstract art was 

first shown in the United States. The next year, 

Stieglitz organized the first of many shows of 

O'Keeffe's work. In 1918, he offered her a year in 

which to paint. She accepted and never returned to 

teaching. 

She worked steadily and prolifically. In 1923, she 

exhibited 100 of her oils, watercolors, pastels, and 

drawings. She married Alfred Stieglitz in 1924. In 

that year and the years following, she presented 

large exhibits of new work, along with other leading 

American artists of the time including Charles 

Demuth, Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, John Marin, 

Paul Strand, and Stieglitz. 

In the autumn of 1917, during a vacation to Colorado 

with her sister Claudia, a bridge washed out, and 

they were forced to detour through northern New 

Mexico. This was Miss O'Keeffe's first glimpse of 

the land she was to adopt as home. Her attachment 

to New Mexico was later reinforced by a stay in 

Taos with Mabel Dodge Luhan in 1929. She felt very 

much at home in the vast, brilliant landscape, where 

the clarity of light was unequalled. Up until this 

time, she had been spending summers at the 

Stieglitz summer home at Lake George, New York. 

Now she began taking off to New Mexico, usually on 

her own, and staying at the Ghost Ranch, a resort 

65 miles (104 Km.) northwest of Santa Fe, in the 

summers. She would return with recently completed 

paintings, rocks, a barrel of bones, and most 

importantly a wealth of creative energy to carry her 

through the New York winters. 

As much as Miss O'Keeffe loved Ghost Ranch, 

certain aspects of life there were becoming 

wearisome. Fresh fruits and vegetables were very 

difficult to obtain. She needed a place with ample 

water where she could grow her own food. She had 
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been inquiring unsuccessfully about a compound in 

the village of Abiquiu for about ten years with an 

eye to acquiring the property. The private 

compound had a more than adequate water supply, a 

substantia] garden area, a rambling 19th century 

adobe house, and a carriage house. The compound 

was surrounded by an adobe wall, which could 

reinforce the privacy she required. The place was in 

ruins, though. The roofs of many of the rooms had 

caved in, and each time this happened, the doors 

were locked behind so that the pigs occupying the 

structures would not be injured. It was not until 

late 1945 or early 1946 that Miss O'Keeffe was able 

to acquire the properly. 

Over a period of several years, Miss O'Keeffe 

rebuilt the house with her friend and employee 

Maria Chabot, who supervised much of the construc­

tion work and suggested that the carriage house be 

rebuilt as a studio because of the light and the view. 

The house was built with the same care that Miss 

9 



O'Keeffe used in executing her paintings. The 

materials were simple, but finely crafted; the 

spaces were well-organized in terms of function, 

design, and composition. 

Alfred Stieglitz died in 1946. After settling his 

affairs, Miss O'Keeffe moved to New Mexico 

permanently, living at Ghost Ranch in the summer 

and at Abiquiu the rest of the year. She travelled 

extensively—in Europe, Peru, the Far East, down the 

Colorado River, then to Greece, Egypt, and the 

Near East—but she always returned to New Mexico 

and continued painting. 

Portrait by Alfred Stieglitz, based on Stieglitz's 

photographs of her. She has also appeared on public 

television, discussing her life, her art, and her land 

of northern New Mexico. These accomplishments 

are further applications of Arthur Dow's principles 

of composition—filling spaces in beautiful ways— 

whether in paintings, houses, or books. Miss 

O'Keeffe still resides in Abiquiu, adamantly guards 

her privacy, and maintains her high levels of energy 

and creativity. 

Since the mid-1970s, Miss O'Keeffe's intense produc­

tivity in painting has dropped off due to failing 

eyesight, but she has channeled her creative 

energies into other pursuits. She has published two 

books with the help of her friend and associate, 

sculptor Juan Hamilton—one, Georgia O'Keeffe, on 

her own work and another, Georgia O'Keeffe: A 
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HER WORK 

It is surprising to me to see how many 
people separate the objective from the 
abstract.... A hill or a tree cannot make 
a good painting just because it is a hill 
or a tree. It is lines and colors put 
together so that they say something. 

In the course of her long and productive career, 

Georgia O'Keeffe has created a large and 

distinguished body of work, which is distinctly 

American and startlingly original. O'Keeffe was one 

of the first abstractionists working in America. 

This new approach to art was not accepted at first 

but ridiculed. Georgia O'Keeffe explained the 

relationship between the abstract qualities of her 

work and the more "realistic" objective painting 

people were used to as follows: 

The process of abstraction in O'Keeffe's work is 

clearly shown when she creates a series of paintings 

on a single subject. For example, in the Jack in the 

Pulpit series, the first painting is comparatively 

realistic—we see the flower and some of its foliage 

against the sky. In successive paintings, the flower 

becomes larger and larger, filling more and more of 

the canvas until only the inner parts of the flower 

are painted—colors and powerful forms fill the 

canvas. 

Georgia O'Keeffe has described the creation of 

another set of paintings, the Shell and Old Shingle 

series: She had absentmindedly picked up an old 

shingle and carried it up to her room where she had 
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a white clam shell she had been painting. She 

noticed that the white shape of the shell and the 

grey shape of the weathered shingle were beautiful 

together. After a few realistic paintings of the two 

on the table, she began to paint just the shingle and 

the shell, until 

The shingle was gust a dark space that 
floated off the top of the painting, 
the shell just a simple white shape 
under it. They fascinated me so that 
I forgot what they were except they 
shapes together—singing shapes. 

world. At first glance the most startling fact about 

O'Keeffe's famous flowers is their size—they are 

huge. Calla lillies more than fill a 40"x30" canvas, 

and her famous painting of a black iris is 36"x30". 

The flower becomes a world in itself—subtle shading 

and modeling of colors is contrasted with sharp 

clear edges; a lyrical quality of line delineates 

forms of great power and energy. 

O'Keeffe's paintings of pelvis bones indicate her 

unique way of seeing something that some people 

would pass by with indifference or disgust. 

She had gone through what her contemporary Arthur 

Dove called "a process of elimination of the non­

essential." 

Although O'Keeffe derived her inspiration from 

nature, the paintings are about more than bones, 

stones, clouds, flowers, and hills; they communicate 

O'Keeffe's way of seeing these objects and the 

I was most interested in the holes in 
the bones—what I saw through them— 
particularly the blue from holding them 
up in the sun against the sky as one is 
apt to do when one seems to have more 
sky than earth in one's world. 

One canvas portrays simply the hole in a pelvis bone 

and the blue sky. The bone and O'Keeffe's 

experience of wonder are conveyed in abstract 
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terms; the unique shape of the hole and the lines and 

forms of the bone fill the canvas. The painting can 

be seen in two ways, either as a light-colored solid 

with a blue space behind it or as a light-colored 

space with a solid blue shape. Our perception of the 

painting alternates between these two states. 

To do something that no one has done before, to 

create a unique, personal vision of the world and to 

communicate it beautifully is a rare achievement 

requiring not only superb technical ability but also 

the sensitivity and independence of spirit to see 

beyond the everyday, the courage to take risks, hard 

work, and the will to succeed. The work of Georgia 

O'Keeffe is a monument to these qualities. 
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Brief History of Abiquiu 

The village of Abiquiu is on a prehistoric pueblo site 

which probably once covered most of the mesa 

behind Abiquiu but has been largely obliterated by 

subsequent settlement. At least 19 other Anasazi 

sites are within a 3-mile radius of the village. 

Records indicate that the first Spanish settlement in 

the immediate vicinity of Abiquiu was Santa Rosa 

de Lima, approximately two miles east of the town, 

in 1734. When it was first mentioned in 1743, the 

town of Abiquiu was primarily settled by genizaros, 

detribalized Indians from both Pueblo and non-

Pueblo groups, who later intermarried with the 

Spanish. Abiquiu was officially established by 

Governor Tomas Velez Cachupin in 1754. Six years 

later, Abiquiu and the Franciscan mission founded 

nearby had a population of 620 people. By 1776, 

Fray Atanasio Dominguez noted that an annual 
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trade fair had been established in Abiquiu for 

trading between the Utes and the Spanish/genizaro 

population. Abiquiu was important as a trade center 

through the middle of the 19th century. 

The house remained with the Chavez family through 

the first quarter of the 20th century, eventually 

becoming the property of the Catholic archdiocese, 

from whom Miss O'Keeffe acquired it. 

The town of Abiquiu is laid out in a traditional 

manner around a plaza. The compound in which 

Miss O'Keeffe resides, to the east of the plaza, 

existed during the 19th century, but a portion of it 

could date back as early as 1740. General Jose' 

Maria Chavez, who served under the Spanish, 

Mexican, and American flags, considered the house 

his home from about 1804 until his death in 1902. 

During his long and illustrious military career, he 

was directly involved in many incidents, including 

the 1837 rebellions in New Mexico and California as 

well as expeditions against Indian tribes from the 

north which brought an end to Indian raids in 

northern New Mexico. He was also a licensed trader 

who traveled extensively throughout the west. The 

National Park Service has been conducting further 

research on General Chavez. 

The O'Keeffe Home Today 

The configuration of the rooms in the Georgia 

O'Keeffe home and studio is generally the same as it 

was when she acquired the property. The load-

bearing adobe walls are finished on the exterior with 

a thin coat of cement stucco. Many interior walls 

have an adobe plaster finish. When the rehabilitation 

of the compound was underway from 1945 through 

1949, Miss O'Keeffe had dark grey adobe hauled in 

from the vicinity of Las Vegas, New Mexico, (110 

miles) for the finishing coat. In addition, women 

were chosen to apply the finishing coat because of 

their smooth movement in spreading the plaster. 

The ceilings throughout most of the home contain 

the traditional vigas, many of which date from the 

earlier history of the house. 
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The floor plan of the home indicates the present day 

uses of the rooms. The historic entrance, or zaguan, 

at the southwest corner of the compound leads into 

a patio that inspired a series of paintings by Miss 

O'Keeffe entitled "In the Patio." The rooms off this 

patio were occupied by General Jose Maria Chavez, 

particularly during his later years. The patio 

contains a well of fine cobble masonry. The 

office/studio and bedroom at the southeast corner 

of the house were once the cattle shelter and 

carriage house, respectively. A fall-out shelter just 

east of this bedroom is not shown on the floor plan. 

Miss O'Keeffe's imprint on the house is 

unmistakable, not only with regard to the spaces, 

materials, and finishes but also in the furnishings. 

The furnishings in the house are minimal, limited to 

just what is needed and no more. The objects vary 

from pieces executed by some of the best 20th 

century designers (including Miss O'Keeffe), to 

chairs rescued from rather dire circumstances and 

masterfully put back together again, to handmade 

items built for Miss O'Keeffe by local craftsmen. 

The overall effect of the house and furnishings is 

one of clarity of purpose and thought. 

Some lore warranting futher study is connected with 

the house. The Indian room is (allegedly) the place 

where the Indians who came to Abiquiu to trade 

were locked in for the evening. Also, the northern­

most room, now a bath, is supposed to have been a 

room for grinding corn. No dates are connected 

with these stories, but they may be related to the 

possible mid-18th century construction date on the 

house. 

At present, all facilities are in good condition, and 

the massive adobe structure is sound. It is, 

however, delicate. Adobe is susceptible to wear and 

requires constant maintenance. The adobe floors 

and the small size of many of the rooms will place 

limits on visitation. Heating (supplied by fireplaces 
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