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A HISTORIC CARVING 

August 1924 Doane Robinson contacts renowned sculptor Gutzon Borglum to carve heroic 
figures like Buffalo Bill and Louis and Clark in the Black Hills of 
South Dakota. Borglum agrees, but insists on carving national figures 
instead of regional heroes. 

March 1925 After lengthy debate, U.S. Senator Peter Norbeck and U.S. Representative 
William Williamson push through legislation permitting a mountain 
sculpture in the Black Hills. 

August 1927 Facing serious fund raising {>roblems, the project receives a boost when 
President Calvin Coolidge visits the site. During dedication ceremonies, 
Coolid$e gives Borglum four drill bits, which the artist puts to work 
immediately. Two months later, work on Mount Rushmore begins in 
earnest. 

February 1929 Congress, at the urging of Coolidge, takes over financial responsibility 
for the monument. The Mount Rushmore National Memorial Commission is 
created and $250,000 is appropriated for the project. 

July 4, 1930 Dedication of the Washington figure. 

1934 Removal of the Jefferson figure, first on the left of Washington, to 
present location. 

August 1935 Senator Norbeck obtains another $200,000 from Congress for the carving. 

August 1936 President Franklin Roosevelt visits Mount Rushmore to dedicate the 
Jefferson figure. 

September 1937 Lincoln figure dedicated. 

June 1938 

July 1939 

August 1940 

"Mount Rushmore law" passed giving Borglum control of the project. 
Another $300,000 is appropriated to the project 

Formal dedication of the Roosevelt figure. 

Final appropriation by Congress of $86,000 for Mount Rushmore. Total 
cost of the project is $989,992.32. 

March 1941 Gutzon Borglum dies in Chicago. 

October 1941 Last day of drilling at Mount Rushmore. 



I 

' I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

' ·I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

' I 
I 

- >,1~f 
'~ 1 .. 

MOUNT RUSHMORE 
PRESERVATION FUND 

A MAN AND A MOUNTAIN 

South Dakota historian Doane Robinson is credited with the first proposal to carve 

colossal sculptures from the granite outcroppings of the Black Hills of South Dakota. 

Robinson's suggestion was not an idle dream back in 1923. A highly credible figure in his 

native state, he was then secretary and superintendent of the South Dakota State Historical 

Society. Robinson envisioned massive depictions of Buffalo Bill Cody, Lewis and Clark and 

notable Indian leaders chiseled from the ragged spires known locally as the "Nee<lles." His 

underlying motive was to attract tourism, a means of diversifying the state's economic base 

which re!ie<l totally on agriculture. The concept had enough merit to <lraw support from 

tile U.S. Senator Peter Norbeck. Encouraged by the powerful Senator's interest, Robinson 

took the initiative in writing a letter proposing the idea to Gutzon Borglum. a nationally 

prominent sculptor. 

Borglum was by then a man of many facets. Patriotic, romantic, irascible and 

exceptionally stubborn, this talented genius gained fame first as a painter before turning to 

sculpture as his medium. One of Borglum's works, the "Mares of Diomedes" was. in fact. 

the first American-made sculpture bought for the collections of The New York Metropolitan 

Mu:-.eum of Art. Borg!um's art possessed a refined realism after he studied in Europe, 

-more-
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directly under Auguste Rodin. He was an excellent candidate for a work of such heroic scale. 

Robinson had approached Borglum at an ideal time. The sculptor was embroiled in a 

controversy surrounding his dismissal from the commission to create a large-scale work 

commemorating the Confederacy on Georgia's Stone Mountain. Borglum quickly saw the 

South Dakota project as an opportunity to earn his vindication. Equally important, he saw 

it as a chance to produce a work of art that could outlast succeeding civilizations. 

Upon visiting the Black Hills in August 1925, Borglum quickly concluded: "I know 

of no grouping of rock formations that equals those found in the Black Hills, nor any that 

is so suitable to sculpture." 

Borglum promptly rejected Robinson's concept in favor of a series of presidential faces 

constituting a national memorial to democracy. Instead of carving pioneer figures from the 

granite spires known as ''The Needles", Borglum settled on Mount Rushmore. This monolith 

had a southeast exposure that played to hetter lighting and possessed a mass large enough 

to accommodate his proposed array of presidential portraits. "Here is the place!" he 

reportedly exclaimed. "American history shall march along that skyline." 

Three organizations and the federal government would play a role in the project. 

Inadequate funding and weather permitted only six and one-half years of actual work over 

a fourteen-year period. The Mount Harney Memorial Association, established by the 

Legislature in 1925, was the entity that first entered a formal contract with Borglum. It was 

succeeded in 1929 by the Mount Rushmore National Memorial Commission and thereafter 

-more-
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by the Mount Rushmore National Memorial Society a year later. The project sputtered along 

until the federal government opened its coffers to the project. That fulfilled an interest 

expressed by President Calvin Coolidge when he dedicated the site during a three-month 

retreat in the Black Hills in 1927 . 

"We have come here to dedicate a cornerstone laid by the hand of the Almighty," 

Coolidge said that day. He eloquently saluted the undertaking as a "national shrine" 

deserving federal support. Three years later, when Borglum unveiled the 60-foot high image 

of Washington across the mountainside, the vision became reality. An artwork of 

unprecedented scale was taking shape above the emerald sea of pine-cloaked hills. 

Jefferson's visage was next in line, but was originally attempted to the immediate left 

of Washington. Inherent flaws in the stone at that location scuttled 18 months of wasted 

effort. Borglum's crew then blasted it off and restarted Jefferson to the right of Washington 

where it was dedicated in 1936. Lincoln's face would follow in September 1937, culminating 

in Roosevelt's dedication on July 2, 1939. The final work to the last figure was not 

completed by the hand of Gutzon Borglum, however. He died unexpectedly on March 6, 

1941, in Chicago. His son, Lincoln, who had worked with him from the project's inception, 

closed down the work and became the memorial's first superintendent. Since 1941, many 

have suggested that Mount Rushmore be hailed as the Eighth Wonder of the World. 

Borglum's dream didn't end with the carved faces of the four presidents. Borglum 

wanted future civilizations to understand the exact purpose behind his creation. He 

-more-
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envisioned an 800-step Grand Stairway leading to the Hall of Records, carved into the 

granite in a canyon behind the figures. It was to hold the nation's most treasured artifacts, 

including the Bill of Rights, the Constitution, busts of 24 prominent Americans and 

documents explaining the purpose behind the memorial. Work that began in July, 1938 

produced a manmade cavern measuring 14 feet wide by 20 feet high by 68 feet deep. A 

shortage of funds finally forced Borglum's crews to stop work on the vault. It still remains 

there, a stoic reminder of another man's unfinished dream. 

Hailed by Franklin D. Roosevelt as the Shrine of Democracy, the world's largest 

sculpture remains an inspiration and marvel of engineering. Efforts.are now under way to 

raise $40 million to preserve the carvings, expand visitor facilities, and help fulfill Borglum's 

dream. 
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MOUNT RUSHMORE 
PRESERVATION FUND 

GUTZON BORGLUM 
March 25, 1867-March 6, 1941 

THE MAN WHO CARVED THE MOUNTAIN 

Few artists ever leave a legacy as enduring and endearing as John Gutzon de Ia Mothe 

Borglum. This son of Danish immigrants was the sculptor behind Mount Rushmore's "Shrine 

of Democracy," the gigantic montage of four U.S. presidents cut into the granite of the Black 

Hills of South Dakota. The work spanned the last 14 years of Borglum's life and represented 

the culmination of a career as one of America's more prominent and controversial :.irtists. 

Although Borglum produced an extensive portfolio of admirable works, they are all 

overshadowed by his magnificent rendition of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson. 

Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt in what ranks as the world's largest sculpture. 

The fervently patriotic Borglum selected these subjects for their contrihutions to the nation'~ 

heritage. As the father of our country, Washington hecame an ohvious first choice. 

Jefferson's authorship of the Declaration of Independence and his vision in huying the 

Louisiana Territory clearly deserved a niche on the mountainside. A brooding Lincoln, the 

Great Emancipator, became Borglum's third candidate. Theodore Roosevelt was chiseled 

into the cliff because of his vigor, rugged indivillualism and role in the construction of the 

Panama Canal. 

-more-
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Born in Ovid, Idaho to a Mormon family that eventually included nine children.Gutzon 

and his brother, Solon, another noted artist, drew little parental encouragement for their 

artistic abilities. His father, James, was a homeopathic physician who would eventually 

renounce the Mormon faith and relocate his fr1mily to St. Louis, Missouri. Omah:.i and later 

Fremont, Nebraska. In his youth, Gutzon was a rehcllious, even troubled, son -,vho r.:rn awav 

from home on several occasions. His years in a Catholic boarding school are when Gutzon 

first displayed his innate talent in fine arts. Gutzon was 17 when he traveled to Californi:.i. 

It was there that Gutzon began honing his talents under the tutelage of Lisa Putnam. 

Eighteen years his senior, Lisa would influence and share his life for 21 years as mentor, 

wife, and career manager. 

Gutzon refined his talents both in the United States and in Europe. Lisa \Vas well 

connected socially and Gutzon began receiving enviable commissions. Positive reviews of 

his work suggest that he was already making his mark by the time he first went to Europe 

where he met and studied under Auguste Rodin in Paris. Although he went on to earn a 

comfortable living as a portrait painter and muralist, Borglum's realistic style easily translareu 

into monumental sculpture. It became his favored medium by the time his career reached 

its zenith. Soon after the turn of the century Borglum focused mostly on monumental-size 

sculpture. 

After his marriage to Lisa ended in 1908, Borglum married Mary Montgomery a year 

later. Their marriage produced a son, James Lincoln, and a daughter, Mary Ellis. The 

-more-
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son would play a direct role in completing Mount Rushmore after his father's death. 

Borglum was receiving steady commissions and acclaim by the time the Sterne 

Mountain Confederate Monumental Association engaged him in 1915 to produce a memorial 

to the Army of the Confederacy on a Georgia mountainside. The proposed tahleau wou!J 

span a quarter-mile face of the mountain and Borglum already had completed elements of 

Generals Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson in 1924 when a bitter feud arose between 

the artist and the president of the sponsoring association. After being summarily dismissed 

from the work, Borglum ordered the destruction of his models to prevent another sculptor 

from completing the project. In the highly-publicized aftermath, a letter arrived from Doane 

Robinson, a noted South Dakota historian. It contained a proposal that Borglum carve a 

monumental sculpture to attract tourists to the Black Hills. 

For lack of sufficient funding, the endeavor sputtered along at a slow pace after its 

dedication in 1925. After the debacle at Stone Mountain, Gutzon insisted on total control 

over the content and context, even directly promoting it in his travels. and speaking 

engagements across the nation. The project gained a big boost in 1927 when President Calvin 

Coolidge dedicated the effort during a three-month stay in the Black Hills. By then U.S. 

Senator Peter Norbeck and Congressman William Williamson were fully behind the project 

in their home state. The first federal funds were appropriated in 1929. The stream of 

matching funds flowing to the Black Hills from Washington, D.C., finally made the effort 

a reality. Washington's portrait was unveiled to a 21-gun salute on July 4, 1930. All told, 

-more-
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the memorial would eventually cost $989,993.32. The federal governmenc's share i.KcounteJ 

for $836,000.Gutzon died in Chicago on March 6, 1941. On Octoher 31. 1941. seven months 

after Gutzon's death, the crews, led by his son Lincoln, set down their jackhammers ~.111d 

walked mi.;ay from Gutzon Borglum'~ unfinished dream. 
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DEMOCRACY 

President Franklin Roosevelt called Mount Rushmore a 
"shrine of democracy." Others have pointed out an 
interesting parallel in the unfinished dream of Borglum (the 
sculpture was intended for more carving than was actually 
accomplished, and the hall of records was not completed) 
with the unfinished dream of the great democratic 
experiment. For democracy is indeed an unfinished dream. 
How else could it be for a form of government with 
visionary ideals that must operate in an imperfect world? In 
the case of both the Mt. Rushmore sculpture and democracy 
as a form of government, the reality is impressive, the dream 
even more so. 

Here is a variety of opinions and ideas about democracy, 
expressed by a variety of people. 

"It is evident to all alike that a great democratic revolution 
is going on amongst us; but all do not look at it in the same 
light.. To some it appears to be novel but accidental, and as 
such, they hope it may still be checked; to others it seems 
irresistible, because it is the most uniform, the most ancient, 
and the most permanent tendency which is to be found in 
history." 

"It is not, then, merely to satisfy a legitimate curiosity that I 
have examined America; my wish has been to find there 
instruction by which we may ourselves profit. Whoever 
should imagine that I have intended to write a panegyric 
would be strangely mistaken, and on reading this book, he 
will perceive that such was not my design: nor has it been by 
object to advocate any form of government in particular, for 
I am of the opinion that absolute excellence is rarely to be 
found in any system of laws ... .I confess that, in America, I 
saw more than America; I sought there the image of 
democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its 
prejudices, and its passions, in order to learn what we have 
to fear or to hope from its progress." 

Alexis de Toqueville 

"All of us have to draw serious lessons from the past. Once 
again we have seen how fragile freedom is in our society, 
and how vulnerable democracy and glasnost are. Once 
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again we have seen that reforms being carried out in the 
country have not yet become irreversible. This is a lesson 
for us all .... At the same time, it has again been shown how 
great are the powers of the people." 

Boris Yeltsin 

"The worth of our great experiment depends upon its being 
in good faith an experiment--the first that has ever been 
tried--in true democracy on the scale of a continent, on a 
scale as vast as that of the mightiest empires of the Old 
World. Surely this is a noble ideal, an ideal for which it is 
worth while to strive ... 

The fate of the twentieth century as it bears on the world 
will in no small degree depend upon the type of citizenship 
developed on this continent. Surely such a thought must 
thrill us with the resolute purpose so to bear ourselves that 
the name American shall stand as the symbol of just, 
generous, and fearless treatment of all men and all nations. 

Succeed? Of course we shall succeed! 

No nation as great as ours can expect to escape the penalty 
of greatness, for greatness does not come without trouble 
and labor .... We do not shrink from them. 

Probably the best test of true love of liberty in any country 
is the way in which minorities are treated in that country. 

Be practical as well as generous in your ideals. Keep your 
eyes on the stars, but remember to keep your feet on the 
ground." 

Theodore Roosevelt 

"Democracy is the worst possible form of government, 
except all the others that have been tried." 

Winston Churchlll 

"Democracy is a form of government in which the major 
decisions of government--or the direction of policy behind 
these decisions--rest directly or indirectly on the freely given 
consent of a majority of the adults governed. 

What can be expected is that the ideals of freedom in 
flourishing democratic cultures, which are on their way to 



solving the problems of poverty and unemployment, will 
always function as an inspiration to the subjects of 
totalitarian societies .... Freedom is infectious .... And once the 
process of liberalization begins, there is no telling where it 
will end. 

Encyclopedia Americana 
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IN REPLY REFER TO. 

Kl8 (RMR-MI) 

Memorandum 

To: 

United States Department of the Interior 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN REGIONAL OFFICE 
12795 W. ALAMEDA PARKWAY 

P.O. BOX 25287 
DENVER. COLORADO 80225-0287 

MAR 20 1992 

MAR 2 6 1992 

~hief, Division of Interpretive Planning, Harpers Ferry Center . 

From: ~~egional Director, Rocky Mountain Region 

Subject: Interpretive Prospectus, Mount Rushmore National Memorial 

The draft Interpretive Prospectus for Mount Rushmore has been reviewed by the 
regional office staff. It is approved, subject to the comments below. 

Page five of the EXISTING CONDITIONS, discussed only one of the cultural 
resources present in the park. The Sculpture is part of a National Register 
District that is comprised of additional structures that should also be 
mentioned: The Hall of Records, The Sculpture's Studio, The Residence, the 
Compressor, the Water Reservoir, and the Stairway and Lift Platform. 

Page six of the DEVELOPMENT section should refer to the historic structures as 
cultural resources. 

A Collections Management Plan will be finalized in August 1992 and you may 
want to add this to your list of Regional Office Documents on page 10. 

Consider indenting the second line of item three of the photograph collections 
on page 49. 

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in the development and review of 
this document. 

~A.-Robert M. Baker 

cc: 
Supt., Mount Rushmore NMem. 


