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Discover Olana:
Landscape

An Interactive Family Guide



Olana is not just the name of  Frederic Church’s house - it is the 
name the Churches chose for their estate.  The farm, the roads, the 
lake, and the house are all part of  the estate.  Church was very 
involved in designing all of  them.  

For Church, the landscape was like a canvas.  In a painting, he placed 
trees, hills, water, and mountains to compose an interesting picture.  
At Olana, he planted trees, had a lake dug out, and built carriage 
roads to create pleasing views.

Looking Southwest Over Church’s Farm from the Sienghenburg, 
Arthur Parton, 1864, Collection Olana State Historic Site. 
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Church’s compositions in paintings and in the landscape were very 
similar.  In both, he used the foreground, middle ground, and 
background.  The foreground is the objects closest to the viewer.  
The tree in the painting by Arthur Parton to the left is in the 
foreground.  The middle ground is like it sounds—in the middle.  
The fields and smaller trees in Parton’s painting are in the middle 
ground.  The background is the things farthest from the viewer.  The 
Hudson River and the Catskill Mountains are in the background of  
Parton’s painting. 

Draw a landscape with a foreground, middle ground, and background below.
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In 1860, Frederic Church married Isabel Carnes.  Before their 
marriage, Church traveled up the Hudson Valley, looking for a home.  
He found the perfect place, a farm, just down the hill from where he 
had sketched with his teacher Thomas Cole.  

Church had a house built on the farm.  They called it Cosy Cottage.  
The cottage was surrounded by orchards, where they grew apples and 
pears.  There were gardens nearby where other fruits and vegetables 
were grown.  The Churches grew food for their family and to sell in 
town.

If  you had a farm, what would you grow?

Gardener in the kitchen garden, 20th century, Collection Olana State Historic Site
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Church worked to make both the farm and the landscape better.  To 
make the land more beautiful, Church planted many trees, and had 
workers dig him a lake.  Church also bought small pieces of  land to 
make his farm bigger.  In 1867 he was finally able to buy the top of  
the hill, just above the farm.  

Church decided to build a new, bigger home for his family at the top 
of  the hill.  The house became a centerpiece of  the whole property - 
Church designed the land around it to make beautiful views of  the 
house.  The house was meant for enjoying the landscape too - his 
family could look out its many windows at beautiful views. 

If  you had a room at Olana, what would you see out your window?  
How do you think it would change during the seasons?

Photo by Rich Gromek, NYS OPRHP
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The carriage roads at Olana were an important part of  the design of  
the landscape. Over time, Church built more than 5 miles of  roads on 
the property.  Some roads were practical - they connected the house, 
farm, and main roads.  Others were just made so the family could 
enjoy the views.  On the Ridge Road, one can see a beautiful view of  
the Catskill Mountains.  His family could follow Crown Hill road to a 
lookout point with a view across the pond and up to the house.

Today, Olana’s carriage roads are used as trails, so you can enjoy the 
landscape and views at Olana too!  

This photo shows Church’s daughter, Downie and her grandmother, 
out for a ride on the carriage roads at Olana.

Isabel Charlotte (Downie) Church and her Grandmother, Emma Carnes, Robert 
and Emily de Forest, 1884, Collection Olana State Historic Site.
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Use your hands as a picture frame.  Look around you with your 
“picture frame” to find a beautiful view.  Draw it here.

“I have made about 1 ¾ miles of  road this season, opening entirely new 
and beautiful views.  I can make more and better landscapes in this way 
than by tampering with canvas and paint in the studio.”

    Frederic Edwin Church to Erastus Dow Palmer,  
    October 18, 1884, Albany Institute of History and  
    Art Library
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Plan of  Olana, Frederic Joseph Church, 1886, Collection Olana State Historic Site.

Frederic Joseph Church drew this map of  his father’s property while he was in college.  
The map has symbols for all of  the important parts of  the landscape at Olana—the 
carriage roads, the buildings, the farmland, trees, and the lake.  
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If  you were Frederic Church, how would you design Olana?   Draw your design here.
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When you get home:

Do you have a favorite outdoor space where you spend your time?

Your backyard? The playground? The park?

What makes that space so special?

Pick a spot to stand in your favorite outdoor space.

What do you see in the foreground?

In the middle ground?

In the background?


