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Georgia O'Keeffe: 1887-1986

                              The Poppy

Georgia O'Keeffe was known for the color, clarity and boldness of her still-life compositions. She was inspired by nature - flowers, the desert, driftwood and animal skulls.  She used bright colors especially in her flower paintings, such as “Black Iris” (1926) and “Red Poppy” (1927).  She is well-known for her large flowers. Sometimes she painted a flower that filled an entire canvas and sometimes she painted a close-up view of only part of the flower. She created large paintings of the desert. 

About the Artist

Georgia O'Keeffe was born on November 15, 1887 in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin to a farming family. She was the second of seven siblings. Georgia’s mother, Ida, believed women should receive an education so Georgia and her sisters went to school. When Georgia was in eighth grade she knew what she wanted to do when she grew up. "I am going to be an artist!". Her childhood farm life in the Midwest influenced her art and her later life; she was always more comfortable away from the big cities.

When O'Keeffe was sixteen, the family moved to Williamsburg, Virginia, where she took art classes for the first time and was recognized as a talented student. Two years later, she studied art at the Art Institute in Chicago. In 1907 she attended the Art Students League in New York and took a portrait and still life class. At the end of her first year there, she won a prize for a still life. She also discovered 291, Alfred Stieglitz's art gallery, where she was exposed to the works of artists such as Rodin and Matisse. 

In 1912, she applied for a job in Texas and worked there until 1914 as a teacher of drawing and penmanship in Amarillo, Texas. She loved the emptiness of the Texas plains. The townspeople thought she was unusual because she wore black tailored outfits, pulled her hair straight back, and took long walks by herself. She said about the desert: "It was all so far away...there was quiet and an untouched feel to the country and I could work as I pleased."

O'Keeffe was in New York again in 1914 where she began a series of abstract charcoal drawings that are now recognized as being among the most innovative in all of American art of the period. She mailed some of these drawings to a former classmate, who showed them to the internationally known photographer and art impresario, Alfred Stieglitz.  

Stieglitz exhibited 10 of her charcoal abstractions in May 1916 at his famous avant-garde gallery, 291. A year later, he closed the doors of this important exhibition space with a one-person exhibition of O'Keeffe's work. In the spring of 1918 he offered O'Keeffe financial support to paint for a year in New York, which she accepted.

O’Keeffe completed her first enormous flower painting in 1924. Around this time, she had become recognized as one of America's most important and successful artists.

"Most people in the city rush around so, they have no time to look at a flower. I want them to see it whether they want to or not."

O’Keeffe married Alfred Stieglitz in 1924 and they lived and worked together in New York until 1929, when O'Keeffe spent the first of many summers painting in New Mexico. She painted unusual representations of landscapes, flowers, and other natural shapes. She showed the vastness of the Southwest sky and land, including the canyons, hills, rocks, and  animal bones. "All the earth colors of the painter's palette are out there in the many miles of badlands..." She focused on the bones because she saw that as a unique way of representing the desert. O'Keeffe considered the natural elements to be a significant part of her life and her art. 

Georgia traveled between New York and New Mexico each summer until her husband’s death in 1946, when she moved permanently to her home in New Mexico. She lived at her Ghost Ranch house, which she purchased in 1940, and at the house she purchased in Abiquiu in 1945. O'Keeffe continued to work in oil until the mid–1970s, when failing eyesight forced her to stop painting. She continued working in pencil and watercolor until 1982 and also did some work with clay until her health failed in 1984. She died two years later, at the age of 98.

Interestingly, Georgia didn't like to sign her paintings because she thought it detracted from the work of art. Sometimes she drew a star with “OK” in the center of the backboard. She also had little interest in naming her works, often leaving that to others. Near the end of her career, she commented: "Filling a space in a beautiful way. That is what art means to me."
About the Painting
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Poppy, 1927, Oil on Canvas, 30” x 36”

Poppy, 1927, oil on canvas, 30" x 36


      

“Everyone has many associations with a flower. You put out your hand to touch it, or lean forward to smell it, or maybe touch it with your lips almost without thinking, or give it to someone to please them. But one rarely takes the time to really see a flower. I have painted what each flower is to me and I have painted it big enough so that others would see what I see.”

O’Keeffe was interested in flowers as early as 1897 but it was not until 1924 that she began to paint the single flowers that filled an entire canvas. It was the blossoms themselves that fascinated her as evident by her close-up views of the flowers.

Poppy is one of a major, early series of flower paintings. The flower fills the canvas, and its petals open to show a dark velvet inner core. The red is a brilliant bright color which creates a strong, warm shape. The background is light in color which emphasizes the power and the three-dimensional nature of the flower.

O'Keeffe's Poppy is one of her most widely published works. 

Questions to Ask the Students

1. When you look at her painting of the flower, what do you think Georgia O’Keeffe thought about nature? 

2. Why do you think O'Keeffe loved New Mexico so much? (landscape, peace & quiet, privacy, felt free, colors)
3. Why did she paint bones, as well as flowers? (she wanted to paint something that other artists were not painting at the time, flowers were scarce in the desert) 
4. Why did she paint such big flowers? (she wanted to fill the space of her canvas in a beautiful way, didn't want to paint like everyone else, really wanted to "see" and "smell" the flowers, to express her many moods, so people would take the time to really look at a flower  )
Project Ideas

1. Close-up Flower Painting (adapted from Discovering Great Artists by MaryAnn F. Kohl and Kim Solga)

Materials needed: one sheet of paper for each student (8 ½” x 11”), small posterboard or another type of paper, tempera paints or watercolors, paintbrushes, paper plates or cups for mixing paint colors, magazine pictures of flowers and/or a vase of fresh flowers

Activity: Place the fresh flowers or cut out magazine pictures of flowers on the table(s) in front of the students. Provide a sheet of paper for the students to practice creating a flower picture. (This practice step can be eliminated depending on time.) The student should look at a fresh flower or magazine picture closely. Use a pencil to lightly sketch the shape of the flower on their paper, drawing only the flower blossom, not the leaves or stem. Allow the edges of the flower sketch to go off the edges of the paper so the flower looks very large and close-up. For the real painting, paint the same flower or another flower on the posterboard. When complete, set aside to dry.

2. Abstract Flowers inspired by Georgia O’Keeffe (from kinderart.com)

Students Will: 
· Create a drawing of a flower using Georgia O'Keeffe as their inspiration. 
· Develop skills in drawing and composition. 
· Know the warm colors (reds, yellows,oranges). 
· Know the cool colors (blues, greens violets). 
Materials needed:
· 9" x 12" white drawing paper 
· permanent black markers 
· watercolor markers 
What You Do:
1. The students will view and discuss Georgia O'Keeffe's flower paintings. 
2. Teacher will demonstrate drawing the flower on white paper using a permanent black marker. After the demonstration, students will try their hand at drawing their own flowers. 
1. Draw a circle about 1/3 of the way down on the paper. 
2. Draw a 3 scalloped circles around the original circle. 
3. Draw 4 wavy lines for the stem. Make sure that they touch the flower top and the bottom of the paper. 
4. Draw a small leaf on each side of the stem. Follow the shape of the leaf, draw several larger outlines of the leaf. 
5. Repeat the scalloped lines for the flower top until the entire paper has been filled with lines. It will appear that the flower extends beyond the paper. 
6. Repeat the lines for the leaf until the entire bottom of the paper has been filled in with lines. 
3. Display two complete flowers. One should be colored in warm colors. The other should be colored in cool colors. Explain that warm colors and cool colors create a mood. 
4. Color the flower in all warm colors or all cool colors. 
5. Mount on colored paper. 
Resources

Books:  

My Name Is Georgia: A Portrait    by Jeanette Winter

Georgia O’Keeffe   by Michael Berry

Georgia O’Keefe by Joanne Mattern

Internet sites:

http://www.geocities.com/ljacoby_2000/okeeffe.html
http://www.okeeffemuseum.org/index1.html
http://www.ellensplace.net/okeeffe5.html
http://www.cnn.com/TRAVEL/DESTINATIONS/9707/okeeffe.santa.fe/timeline.html
Www.artcyclopedia.com/artists/okeeffe_georgia.html
http://www.teachnet-lab.org/IS24/llangsner/georgia_o.htm
http://nvnv.essortment.com/artistgeorgiao_rfeg.htm
http://www.okeeffemuseum.org/indexflash.php
“So I said to myself-I'll paint what I see-what the flower is to me but I'll paint it big and they will be surprised into taking the time to look at it-I will make even busy New Yorkers take time to see what I see of flowers.”

”I found I could say things with color and shapes that I couldn't say any other way--things I had no words for.”

”To create one's own world in any of the arts takes courage.”

”Where I was born and where and how I have lived is unimportant. It is what I have done with where I have been that should be of interest.”



-Georgia O’Keeffe

