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From ramshackle warehouses to modern art galleries, Santa Fe’s Railyard district 
has experienced an urbanized rebirth, with James Kelly Contemporary leading 
the way. 



The first gallery in what is now 
Santa Fe’s hub for contemporary 
art, James Kelly Contemporary 
shows well-known, museum-

quality artists while maintaining close 
ties to the region. The gallery’s opening 
show in 1998 showed the work of 
four major artists who were all living 
in Santa Fe at the time: Agnes Martin, 
Bruce Nauman, Susan Rothenberg and 
Richard Tuttle. Since this inaugural 
exhibition, works by famous modern 
artists Ellsworth Kelly, Dan Flavin, Ed 
Ruscha and more have graced the walls 
of this minimalist, yet unpretentious 
space. The gallery currently represents 
24 regional and national artists whose 
work can be found in museum collections 
around the country, from the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York, to the Hammer 
Museum in Los Angeles, to the New 
Mexico Museum of Art in Santa Fe.

Gallery director Jim Kelly is a longtime 
Santa Fe resident with significant ties to 
the contemporary art world across the 
country and internationally. He sparked 
the growth of the arts in the Railyard not 

only with the opening of his namesake 
gallery; he also initiated a local dialogue 
leading to the development of SITE Santa 
Fe, a contemporary art center that hosts 
international biennials as well as year-
round exhibitions and programming. Eight 
galleries in addition to SITE now make up 
the progressive Railyard Arts District, or 
“RAD” as it has been so aptly named.   

Having worked in the field for over 25 
years, Kelly’s connections to U.S. art 
hubs such as his home city of Dallas 
as well as New York give him access to 
dealers and artists unreachable to his 
local colleagues. As a result, he’s able 
to mount museum level exhibitions 
that attract the art-affluent and 
worldly collector, while also providing 
a destination for Santa Fe visitors who 
seek high caliber local art. Even with an 
esteemed reputation, Kelly maintains 
a comfortable and welcoming gallery 
space; natural light streams in from the 
glass doors and windows onto white 
walls, giving it the feel of a new art studio 
ready to be splattered with creativity. 
The art on display is typically minimalist 

in style, and the space itself adheres to 
the same aesthetic with stark walls, 
concrete floors and benches, and simple 
signage naming the current exhibition. 
The uncluttered curation provides 
individual focus on each work of art, 
allowing the viewer to contemplate the 
real versus the abstract in Bill Jacobson’s 
photographs, or study the complexity 
of seemingly simple lines in Johnnie 
Winona Ross’ incandescent paintings.

The gallery hosts up to eight shows a 
year with two summer exhibitions for 
the most notable artists, which in recent 
years have included sculptor Tom Joyce 
and photographer Nic Nicosia. The 
gallery’s current exhibition is Works on 
Paper, a group show running through 
March. Kelly anticipates growth for 
the business this year with art fair 
participation in Miami and Dallas, as 
well as high profile summer exhibitions. 
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