


Early Life
➢ Georgia O’Keeffe was born on 

November 15, 1887 on a wheat farm 
in Wisconsin

➢ Her father, Francis Calixtus O'Keeffe, 
was Irish; Her mother, Ida Totto, was 
Dutch and Hungarian. Though they 
were of different heritage, her 
parents grew up together as 
neighbors

➢ Her mother encouraged her to 
pursue higher education as she had 
wanted to become a doctor before 
she had Georgia and her six siblings.



Early Life (cont.)
➢ As O’Keeffe grew older, she discovered an interest in the 

natural world and had a strong desire to become an artist 
at an early age
○ An interest in painting was also shared by her grandmothers and two 

of her four sisters

➢ In 1902, her family moved from their home in Wisconsin to 
Williamsburg, Virginia; As a result, O’Keeffe lived with her 
aunt for a few months

➢ After rejoining her family in Williamsburg, she attended 
Chatham Episcopal Institute where she made a name for 
herself as a distinguished individual and artist apart from 
the norms of other students as well as editor of the school 
yearbook.





Becoming an Artist
➢ From 1905-1906, O’Keeffe attended the 

Art Institute of Chicago where she 
studied under her mentor John 
Vanderpoel

➢ She was at the top of her class, but had 
to take a year away from her studies 
after contracting typhoid fever

➢ In 1907, she travelled to New York to 
take classes at the Art Students League
○ William Merritt Chase, F. Luis Mora 

and Kenyon Cox taught her 
techniques used in realist paintings

Dead Rabbit with Copper Pot earned her a 
spot in the Art Students League summer 

program in Lake George, New York



Hardship Halts Art

➢ O’Keeffe visited many different art galleries that expanded her inspiration for 
painting
○ One gallery in particular was 291, an exhibit by photographers Alfred Stieglitz and Edward 

Steichen

➢ In 1908, O’Keeffe could no longer afford to continue her pursuit of the arts; Her 
mother had contracted tuberculosis and her father’s business went bankrupt

➢ She went to Chicago to work as a commercial artist, but returned to live with 
her family after 2 years. 

➢ In 1912, she attended University of Virginia where she networked and was 
introduced to Arthur Wesley Dow (an artist inspired by Japanese Art)

➢ She experimented with new techniques that broke from realism into a more 
abstract style of art



Expanding Artistic Horizons

O’Keeffe began to 
experiment with new 

techniques of 
abstraction and created 

a series of charcoal 
pieces 





Love Affair

➢ Shortly after these drawings, O’Keeffe began to communicate with Alfred 
Stieglitz

➢ He displayed  her work without her knowing after mailing some of her art to her 
friend who worked for Stieglitz

➢ She discovered this and continued to allow him to present her art; He boosted 
her career by being a source of financial support and even presented her first 
solo art gallery

➢ Despite being 23 years older and married, Stieglitz and O’Keeffe began a love 
affair that caused Stieglitz to divorce his wife and marry O’Keeffe

➢ This was a huge shift in O’Keeffe’s life; She now had an entirely new social circle 
and increased wealth.



Two Intertwining Muses
➢ Stieglitz 

was 
inspired by 
O’Keeffe 
and took 
hundreds 
of pictures 
of her, 
including 
many 
nudes



A New Style Emerges
➢ O’Keeffe was also inspired by her new life and 

the modern art movement
➢ She began to paint blown-up flowers 
➢ Her first was Petunia No. 2
➢ O’Keeffe described her new style as expressing 

what she saw in the flower rather than what 
everybody else expected to see

➢ By magnifying the flower, she turned an 
ordinary part of nature that one might glance 
at as they are walking to work into a spectacle 
that demanded long-lasting attention

Image taken from Georgia O’Keeffe Museum Website



Black Iris (left) and Oriental Poppies (top)





O’Keeffe’s Cityscapes
➢ O’Keeffe was very inspired by the 

modern art movement, so she decided 
to paint a common symbol of modern 
life: New York skyscrapers

➢ City Night simplifies the modern 
architecture into geometric forms that 
dominate the canvas; the perspective 
of this piece places the viewer 
between the two buildings and 
expresses a feeling of insignificance of 
the viewer compared to these giants

City 
Night
(1926)



Radiator Building at Night (1927) The Shelton With Sunspots (1926) New York Night (1929)



“The Faraway”
➢ In 1929, O’Keeffe visited New Mexico, which became a central muse to her
➢ She drew inspiration from the Navajo culture and would travel to New Mexico 

every summer; eventually she moved there permanently
➢ During these trips, she created many famous pieces



“I saw the crosses so often—and 
often in unexpected places—like a 
thin dark veil of the Catholic Church 
spread over the New Mexico 
landscape.”

O’Keeffe described this painting:

“big and strong, put together with 
wooden pegs,” with “those hills …
[that] go on and on—it was like 
looking at two miles of gray 
elephants.” Black Cross, New Mexico (1929)



➢ O’Keeffe also loved to paint skulls
➢ These would become some of her most famous works

Cow's Skull: Red, White and Blue (1931)









She Said that “God told me that if I painted it enough, he would give 

it to me”

Peder

nal





Later Life
➢ O’Keeffe lived in New Mexico for part of the year, where she owned two houses, 

and New York, with her husband
➢ Stieglitz began to mentor a woman named Dorothy Norman and eventually the 

relationship evolved into an affair
➢ Stieglitz died in 1946 at the age of 82 after a fatal stroke
➢ Soon after his death, O’Keeffe moved to New Mexico
➢ In 1949, she was elected to the National Institute of Art and Letters
➢ During the 1950s and 1960s, she travelled the world, seeking out inspiration from 

different locations
➢ O’Keeffe began to lose her eyesight later in life, but persisted to paint with the 

help of her assistants and published a book titled Georgia O’Keeffe in 1976
➢ She was awarded the Medal of Freedom by President Ford and the National Medal 

of Arts
➢ Georgia O’Keeffe died on March 6, 1986 at the age of 98



Significance
★ O’Keeffe played a key role in the development of Modern 

American Art
○ She is often called the “Mother of American Modernism”

★ First American Abstract Artist
★ Though she would rather let the paintings speak for 

themselves, her portrayal of nature often glorified the 
female anatomy, contributing to the feminist movement.

★ Opened doors for women in art


