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ABSTRACT 
This paper re-examines Georgia O'Keeffe's (1887-1986) modernism, highlighting her emphasis on immediate, 
often overlooked beauty. Through close-ups of flowers, monumental skyscrapers (‘Radiator Building’), and 
symbolic desert compositions (‘Cow Skull: Red, White and Blue’), the study shows how O'Keeffe invited 
contemplation of fragile beauty in ordinary objects. It argues her selection of flowers, architecture, and desert 
finds consistently glorifies life's visual elements, counteracting trends that suppress appreciation. 
Proposal Summary 
This paper explores Georgia O'Keeffe's enduring legacy as a sensitive modernist who consistently emphasized 
the intrinsic beauty of the world, often overlooked amidst daily life's coarseness. By analyzing her iconic close-
ups of flowers, monumental skyscraper depictions like ‘Radiator Building’, and symbolic desert compositions 
such as ‘Cow Skull: Red, White and Blue’, the study argues that O'Keeffe's artistic choices were a lifelong 
commitment to glorifying visual elements of life. This deliberate focus served as a powerful counter-narrative to 
historical trends that tend to suppress or distort aesthetic appreciation, inviting viewers to rediscover fragile 
beauty in the mundane, urban, and desolate. 
Target Audience: Art historians, cultural studies scholars, admirers of modernist art, and those interested in 
the intersection of art and philosophy. 
Keywords: Georgia O'Keeffe, Modernism, American Art, Close-ups Flowers, Skyscrapers, Desert Art, 
Visual Culture, Aesthetic Appreciation, Art History 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Artists, who often work as the sensitive perceivers 
of the modern world, display an extremely 
complex structure of thought process and tend to 
have a specific ideological direction in expressing 
delicate influences. This increased sensitivity helps 
them to see and react to everything around them, 
directing their responses to their artwork. 
Therefore, an artwork embodies the ideological 
position of an artist, affective taste, and aesthetic 
personality, which are shaped by personal 
sensibility. Throughout the history of art, the 
conventions of expressiveness have been changing 
all the time in response to the changes in artists, 
trying to convey their evolving thoughts. 
The visual oeuvre of Georgia O'Keeffe can be 
regarded as a type of speech that closes in on poetic 

discourse and allows a unique prism to view the 
issue of flowers. Even though flowers are typically 
valued as being attractive in terms of physical 
appeal, colorful abundance, and structural beauty, 
which in most cases is likely to bring enjoyment 
and enthusiasm, they have a deeper importance. 
Often, they represent the frailty and 
impermanence of life, giving moving responses to 
the short-lived glory and youth. Being the symbols 
of abundance and high-tech of nature, flowers 
have often been treated as presents, an expression 
of the abundant generosity and multidimensional 
art of nature, a traditional symbol of affection or 
sympathy, or celebration. There are certain species 
of flowers, across cultures, that take on deep 
symbolic meaning and become a part of rituals and 
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customs that express or denote certain feelings or 
celebrate life events. 
To Georgia O'Keeffe, the word ‘flower’ is much 
more than what it is normally associated with. She 
took these individuals to be crowning expressions 
of gentle beauty that is hard to pin down but 
indispensable, so often lost to the rapid pace of 
modern existence. The choice made by O'Keefe to 
show flowers magnified has become a kind of 
stylistic trap, causing viewers to stop and closely 
participate to observe a certain spectacle that 
everyone tends to overlook. By magnifying her 
subjects to an epic scale, the artist puts into the 
foreground tiny details, thus solidifying their 
inherent significance as well as regretting the lack 
of time in society to revel in the visual experience. 
“No one sees a flower: it is too small. There is no 
time to be seeing, and seeing takes time, like 
having a friend takes time.” (Marginalian, 2018) 
Crucially, O'Keeffe firmly resisted social pressures, 
particularly the pervasive sexual interpretations of 
her floral paintings, stating her intention to 
capture the central essence and "raw wonder of the 
earth" that, in her view, deserved an unadulterated 
and intense examination. (The Art Story, n.d.) 
In addition, the flowers might be considered by 
O'Keeffe as a critical aspect to be discovered not 
only in the botanical images she depicts but also a 
metaphor that may serve as a serious category of 
any kind of beauty that can survive in the hostile 
city environment or, which may also survive in the 
bright desert with blazing harsh sun light. 
The work of O'Keeffe portrays a long-standing 
philosophy about flowers, as they were a blessing. 
The identification of quiet gifts of life in her 
magnified flowers and her identification of a 
flower as being a significant gift of nature itself 
shows that she viewed the real process of 
discernment of a flower to be a much treasured 
and priced event, freely offered by nature. The 
intercourse that she encourages through the close 
inspection suggests a kinship of such depth, 
verging on spirituality, that it is a flattering 
interaction which can be deemed an experience of 
benediction to the viewer. Understanding the 
world of social landscape, O'Keeffe worked in a 
setting controlled by many forces trying to reduce 
the exquisite, the strange, and the innocent.  The 
social forces that O'Keeffe fought against by being 

a stern feminine voice in a world full of opposite 
gender biases, just like a flower in all its silent 
splendor, become an unspoken gift: a strong 
reminder of the innate excellence and perfection 
that persists in every condition. 
The word ‘blessing’ was used mostly as a religious 
term in the first half and mid-twentieth century, 
referring to religious grace, purity, or blessing, 
which is usually given by prayer or proclamation, 
or formal pronouncement. However, it was also a 
broader version of goodwill and appreciation. Its 
semantic range has broadened with time to 
include material well-being. Therefore, during the 
historical period of O'Keeffe, the majority of 
people easily saw visual beauty in a flower, an 
experience with nature, as a small but important 
gift that was present in their daily routine. 
O'Keeffe’s artistic work is a conscious amplifying 
of this sense, by highlighting the value of the subtle 
charm in which people live. She stood by her 
process, being as straight as a stylus against 
contemporary ideals celebrating other measures of 
process or artistic earnestness. 
To take care of even the smallest flower is, as a rule, 
to recognize the deep wealth of existence. Under a 
cultural regime in which social forces tend 
recurrently to marginalize the spectacles 
considered as soft or rare. A long-term interest in 
such phenomena requires some palpable courage. 
The art of Georgia O'Keeffe is exceptional 
regarding this: her body of work functions as a 
well-guided defense of sensitive beauty against the 
rising clatter, speed, and criticism of the 
surroundings, a direct retaliation to the most 
eminent social requirements during her era. Her 
renowned flowers, her bare bones, and even her 
skyscrapers are, in essence, magnifications of the 
ignored underlying realities of the society. In her 
life and art, we find a rebellious beginning of 
revolt: a conscious exaltation of sensitiveness in 
the face of the inflexible, hard hammer of social 
standards. 
 
Literature Review 
The first critical assessment of O'Keeffe’s work, 
especially her enlarged floral paintings, was heavily 
influenced by the fact that she had been in a long-
running relationship with photographer and 
gallerist Alfred Stieglitz. Stieglitz (vigorously 
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advanced as a main promoter of American 
modernism) presented the first solo show of 
O'Keeffe in 1917 at the gallery he opened, but 
there was often a biased interpretive framework 
with the strategic promotion that he orchestrated. 
Critics Roxana Robinson (1989) and Laurie Lisle 
(1980/2009) document how Stieglitz displayed the 
critical flower studies of O'Keeffe in a Freudian, 
sexual paradigm reflecting female sensuality. Even 
in some cases, Stieglitz guided the viewers to see 
her work as a direct expression of the female 
genitalia. Accompanied by Stieglitz's provocative 
nude portraits of O'Keeffe, these statements 
aroused great public interest. This intent came to 
dominate the popular and critical commentary of 
her artwork (Lisle, 2009; Robinson, 1989; The Art 
Story). The social pressure of interpreting her 
work in a reductive and gendered way, therefore, 
played a determinative part in the early phase of 
her career. 
O'Keeffe was almost personally passionate and 
uncompromising in her stand against sexualized 
readings of her canvases. O'Keeffe was drained to 
some degree of frustration at being 
misunderstood. In the luminously brief (The Art 
Story) statement by her, she reflects her frustration 
with critics’ opinions that they hang their 
association of flowers with her flowers. A tension 
between artistic creation and a social response to 
that creation is not only obvious but is surely 
much more complex than it might appear at first. 
Although some feminist critics, especially Judy 
Chicago in ‘The Dinner Party’, would eventually 
accept O'Keeffe as one of the early marketers of 
female sexuality in art. Many art historians present 
a reference to the detailed study of O'Keeffe by 
Anna C. Chave and Wanda M. Corn (1990). 
More specifically, this highlights O'Keeffe’s 
hesitant rejection of feminist definitions and her 
insistence on being viewed as such an artist, by 
critics suggesting such actions were also a part of 
her attempts at gaining equality in what used to be 
a male-dominated profession. O'Keeffe renounced 
any such claims that she intended to appeal to a 
direct sexual comparison. According to scholars, 
her inquiry through a biological lens obscures her 
more expansive artistic ambitions. Scholars note 
that such simplification, like a deep sense of 
commitment to form, color, and perception, is 

often inspired by a social desire to label and 
simplify artistic productions by women. A 
circumstance that stems in part from the desire to 
domesticize their artistic efforts and treat them as 
a biological expression rather than an intellectual, 
artistic approach. 
Beyond debate about the sexuality of O'Keeffe’s 
works, the question of her ongoing commitment 
to form-based abstraction is explored in a 
significant body of literature. The tendency 
towards emphasizing the formal aspects of the 
subjects and the inherent abstract qualities of 
patterns and shapes, organic or inorganic, is 
underscored by such critics of O'Keeffe as Barbara 
Buhler Lynes (1999), who was once a curator at 
the museum of the same name. This formalist 
attitude can be illustrated by her saying, which 
states, ''the content of a painting must not blur its 
shape and color, which are the actual thematic 
contents of a painting'' (Phaidon, 2014). In this 
view, photographs of magnified flowers are not 
read so much as erotic signs as natural activities in 
scale. By cropped and magnified views, she 
absorbed into her own analysis of modernist 
photography (The Art Story: Flower paintings). 
Such semi-formal projects are designed to make 
the spectator look at the object, instead of a 
preconceived notion of the object. As well as the 
distractions of the day, in her renowned 
statement, which is, ''nobody sees a flower, really; 
it is so small. Nobody has time to see the flowers, 
this takes time, like to have a friend takes 
time''(The Marginalia, 2018). This is done to the 
extent where such practice is a quiet opposition to 
a culture that overvalues speed while devaluing 
reflective contemplation. 
The gradual effect of the environment on the 
artistic life of O'Keeffe creates a very critical thread 
of studies currently. This time line, her childhood 
exposure to the rural landscape and farming 
culture of Wisconsin, her rise to the crowded 
urban montage of New York, her eventual backing 
out to the empty, desolated, suggestive landscape 
of New Mexico, is an index to her changes in 
aesthetic desire and the search to achieve establish 
independence as an artist. Critics refer to her acute 
interest (and intense amusement, at times) in the 
urban modernism of New York in the 1920s, such 
as Radiator Building, New York (Night) (1927). 
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These renderings show that she was able to draw 
abstract resonance and architectural cadence out 
of the industrial infrastructures within the city, 
giving her even more credibility in her widely 
acclaimed phrase of a different kind of seeing (The 
Art Institute of Chicago, 2024). 
The move by O'Keeffe to New Mexico, first on a 
seasonal basis, starting in the year 1929 and then 
permanently following the death of Stieglitz in the 
year 1946, has been argued and conjectured by the 
biographers of O'Keeffe as well as the art 
historians. The bleached intrinsic landscape, with 
its wide open views, splinter skeletal motifs, and 
unusual luminosity, formed an unimaginable 
sense of homecoming and fresh artistic impulsion, 
untouched by the cynicism and social premiere of 
the NY art world. Dominating the collection 
produced there, the skull motifs, cruciform 
structures, and geological forms are interpreted 
less as symbols of mortality, but, much more likely, 
as symbols of permanence, survival, and the shapes 
that survive within the unkind environment- an 
extension of her previous flower imagery 
presented in a new environment. Academics also 
argue that the decision was a strategic 
abandonment of the efforts to define her work 
and self by society. 
In academic rhetoric, Georgia O Keefe is 
interpreted as a creation artist who was single-
mindedly devoted to a superior artistic vision and 
often contrary to the social standards of the 
community. Initial critiques were biographical and 
sexualized, influenced by both the marketing 
conducted by Alfred Stieglitz and by the Freudian 
environment. Subsequent studies, however, have 
broadened the analytic focus to her formal 
experimentation, philosophical inquiry into the 
perceptual experience, and her insistent 
determination to express beauty on her terms. 
Modern scholarship is seeing her body of work as 
an earnest appeal to the field of close-looking and 
penetrant perception, which offers a challenge to 
the prevalent aesthetics and encourages expanded 
access to the inherent life of every manifestation 

and irrespective of any social attribution or short-
lived trends. 
 
 
Flowers of Life: The Gift of Perception in a 
Demanding World 
The theory and practice of Georgia O'Keeffe 
pursued their career with a wave of revolutionary 
change that was taking place in society, in which 
the paradigm of modernism was rapidly 
increasing, in which industrialization caused a 
disturbance, and in which the new form of 
feminist awareness was evolving. In this context, 
O'Keeffe had one unique goal: the necessity of 
slowing down and prolonged visualization. This 
requirement was best expressed by “Not one 
person sees a flower, truly; it is so small. There is 
no time, and keen-sighted takes time like having a 
friend, takes time.” 
Even in a century of speed, efficiency and the 
stress on the spectacle, in which the roar of 
machinery and the pace of modern existence 
created new time scales, the careful magnifications 
of flowers that O'Keeffe introduced were much 
more than an aesthetic exercise; they were at once 
a call and a directed order: a kind of boycott 
tugging the viewer to withdraw and slow down in 
response to the frantic demands of the modern 
world but also a rather bold order that people pay 
attention and accept unnoticed gifts that life 
brings constantly. Her gigantic flowers, almost 
overwhelming the pictorial field, required a 
consideration that no light glance credited with, 
involved the spectator in the contemplation of the 
detail, the color, the fragility of her forms, in a 
degree that few would invest the humbler marvels 
of nature. Such artistic approach, therefore, 
created an effective contrast to the social forces of 
the day, insisting that the genuine perception, just 
like an honest friendship, requires both much time 
and a receptive, open nature, and therefore 
discloses a richness of experience that society often 
mortgages to its endless drive in modern 
life.Flower Paintings: The Ultimate Act of Slowing 
Down 
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The O'Keeffe flower series is more than a 
collection of botanical specimens, as her 
masterworks in this genre include Black Iris, 
Jimson Weed, and Red Canna. These paintings 
are deep visualizations of the unnoticed loveliness 
and fragility that define life itself. Oddly enough, 
by portraying these allegedly weak subjects on 
giant scales, O'Keeffe set the scene of a dramatic 
visual intervention which opposed the established 
socialistic tendency to ignore and to ridicule the 
small, the delicate, the modest. In this bold 
amplification, which to her mind contained only 
justice, she was wearily trying to weigh something 
more into the scales which was respectable enough 
to be a question of absolute importance--
determining that she would have this flower-
children conflicting no more with this flower-
children, but at least with no longer being treated 
as she used to be treated--no longer callously 
passed by, no longer left to be ignored, but instead 

brought to the fore, and made into a matter of 
primary demand. (Marginalia, 2018) 
O'Keeffe puts it simply, saying, in her words, that 
the imparting, underlying essence rests within the 
moment; a moment made more so when you have 
a flower in your hand, and you truly look at it; it 
becomes your world, then. [^2] In her work, the 
flower becomes so much more than a simple 
botanical specimen, but a great gift of nature, an 
instance of form, color, and skilled construction, 
freely offered to those who can slow down and 
receive. It is used as a powerful particle of the 
abundance of the world, a beautiful but strong 
token of the originality, generative power of life. 
Society, however, often found other meanings in 
her work; in fact, the sexualized of her motifs is a 
well-established phenomenon. The delicate 
crevasses and curves of her compositions were seen 
as sexual by critics and the general audience who 
were in the grip of social and psychoanalytical 
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trends. The outrage O'Keeffe felt at such readings 
was only to be expected: O'Keeffe protested: They 
hung all the things they put with the flowers on 
my flower, she complained, and I took the blame. 
[^4] O'Keeffe felt that they primarily missed her 
artistic intention—it ignored the flower for the raw 
phenomenon of the earth that she believed it to 
be, deserving of pure and intensely close analysis, 
largely due to societal pressures to interpret female 
artists' work through a gendered lens. 
Even in the face of massive misunderstandings, 
O'Keeffe stood her ground, and she claimed that 
her flowers were merely flowers. Notice, the sheer 
magnification of the blossoms was an aesthetic 
effect. Those intentions on the part of O'Keeffe 
were instructive ones in that she requested many 
viewers to look deeper than they normally would 
or to look deeper than they might have looked 
before at a highly superficial level, to try and think 
of the highly complex simplicity that is hidden in 
the abundance of nature that is all around us 
(O'Keeffe, n.d.). The works of art provide a new 
meaning to the flower that might have previously 
been considered ordinary. To the viewers, in these 
paintings, the flower has acquired a large space to 
be represented in either pictures or words. 
Through these powerful visual speeches, O'Keeffe 
instructs us not only to acknowledge but to actively 

accept this constant gift, nurturing a renewed sense 
of awe and a deeper, more thoughtful appreciation 
for the world that surrounds us, often in direct 
boldness of how society expected art to function 
or be taken. 
 
Radiator Building: Discovering "Flowers" in the 
Mechanical Realm 
Radiator Building-Night, New York (1927) by 
Georgia O'Keeffe represents a powerful 
illustration of her unique ability to find and praise 
“flowers” in the mechanistic environment of a 
modern urban setting. The painting does not 
portray a skyscraper as a functional structure made 
of glass and steel, but it gives a dynamic show with 
an understood realization of corporeality, an 
illuminated nocturnal flower projected in sharp 
contrast with the firm black of night. In this visual 
technique, O'Keeffe brings into play the 
monumental building of modernity in an organic 
region, thereby giving life back to the insensitivity 
of modernity with a new energy of vitality. She 
does not by any means deny that the contemporary 
city is a cold and alien world, which is a narrative 
that is all too frequently conveyed in some artistic 
circles; on the other hand, she addresses its 
threatening presence with continuous intimacy, 
thus raising it to the ranks of personal aesthetic. 
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The contemporary painting can be taken as a 
rather impressive example of the truth that 
aesthetic value is available to everyone, in any 
context. What it requires is simply a new way of 
seeing, to give attention to the beauty in a world 
in which industry tends to carry it off by sheer 
weight of force, and beats out its pattern of 
mechanical repetition in the eyes. The obsessively 
detailed windows of the Radiator Building are 
reflected anew as perceptual petals, each one with 
its separate shine and all of them together serving 
to frame a sort of visual sensuality that one may 
not have expected. This is maintained by their 
arrangement on the vertical facade of the tower, 
whereby the visualization of the stem is firmly 
embedded in the soil, on which this city flower is 
built. Likewise, smoke, which is presented, has 
been understood as a tactical contrast: the smoke 
tendency which fans upwards to the air is similar 
to a whisk-like act of floral stamens, making the 
inorganic skeleton soft enough to grant the 
framework of steel a floral elusiveness. The 
building has therefore been reinvented into an 
enormous flower, which is continuously blooming 
in the background of the stretching and shadowed 
horizon of the city. 
The act of presenting this city's "flower" as a 
profound gift adds another intricate dimension to 
O'Keeffe's deep artistic commentary. Deliberately 
portraying the city's hidden beauty, O'Keeffe 
makes the viewer look at the matter of aesthetic 
wonder and internal energy in a different way: 
these qualities are not unique to perfect nature, 
but rather tightly interwoven into the most 
unexpected and most man-made environments. 
This decision to paint the Radiator Building with 
both an eye-catching delicacy of her vision, a one-
of-a-kind vision, and an instruction to all viewers 
to take time out to gaze at the beauty that lies right 
in the city scenery. This profound artistic gift 
serves as a subtle rebuke to the fast-paced, 
unobservant social rhythms of urban life. 

The cityscapes by O'Keeffe confirm and magnify 
the main statement put forward in the given 
discussion-that the flowers of life, the focused 
manifestations of beauty, life vigor, and the deep 
human subjectivity do not just survive despite the 
urban densification, but rather they even bloom 
there. The most interesting aspect about her work 
is how such survival is highlighted as a subject of 
aesthetic appreciation, a symbol of survival that is 
so benevolently provided to man by the act of his 
existence itself, and expressed by the influencing 
artist through her visionary nature. The works, 
however, resulting from it only leave no doubt that 
in the overwhelming tangles of the metropolis, 
moments of prolonged aesthetic and emotional 
strength can be found and indeed do exist as an 
untold gift. To awaken eye blurring through social 
dialogs that would otherwise merely transfer the 
metropolitan beauty to the periphery. 
 
Cow’s Skull: A Desert Flower – Reimagining 
Enduring Beauty 
Cow Skull: Red, White, and Blue (1931) is a 
seminal work by O'Keeffe, which saw the artist 
taking a radical turn in her work, which was 
traditionally known as the art of the dead, and 
enabling the object to become a very significant 
reminder of continued life. As the result of an 
intentionally staged composition-prepared with a 
dramatic vigor and spirit or enthusiasm. The dried 
bones, unearthed at the arid and sunbaked 
pampas of New Mexico, are contrasted with a 
series of symbolically loaded colors. Although the 
traditional readings tend to naturally connect 
skulls with death and demise. O'Keefe, on the 
contrary, offers an alternative paradigm, according 
to which the skull is not a culminating point but a 
personification of eternal beauty and defiant 
power, or, as she image-provocatively claims, a new 
form of flower. This re-casting forces the viewer to 
reconsider the cognitive implantation of notions 
of aesthetic value and life in general. 
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Viewing this stunning image through the lens of a 
deep gift from nature fills O'Keeffe's work with 
even superior tone and wisdom. The desert 
landscape, in its stern, stiff generosity, yields these 
remarkably preserved, washed, and long-lasting 
forms—a raw, unvarnished truth about 
perseverance and the cyclical nature of existence. 
O'Keeffe, in turn, receives this stark gift from the 
wilderness and turns it, returning it to the viewer 
as a radical gift of vision through her artwork. It's 
a gift that directly opposes our societally fixed 
dislike for death and decline, and bids us look for 
beauty and the power of stamina where, at first 
glance, there might seem to be none. The starkly 
sculptural skull, existing before us as a revelation, 
thus becomes an undeniable symbol of the power 
of resilience—a powerful reminder that essential 
beauty and a basic quality of strength are never 
truly lost, but rather transformed, lasting even 
under the hardest and seemingly isolated 
conditions. 
This gift challenges the representation of death 
and decay that is socially programmed to be 
disliked at the sight, allowing one to think about 
the beauty and the strength of resilience, where, 
on first examination, there seems to be none. 
Thus, the sculptural skull in front of us becomes 
an icon of survival, which helps to remind the 

viewer that the essential beauty and inherent sense 
of energized life never really disappear but instead 
are adapted to even the hardest and sterile 
environments. 
The purposeful political interpretation of Cow/s 
Skull: Red, White, and Blue suggests that the deep 
moral about suffering and seeing beauty in an ugly 
place can be viewed as either in a compost to give 
or see. It expressively testifies to the special 
solidarity developed by challenging stubborn 
circumstances and fighting with thorny 
backgrounds. Therefore, the work of O'Keeffe 
amounts to a monumental work of art, asking the 
reader the question of welcoming such an unusual 
gift of the desert and examining it closely because 
of the moving forcefulness of what is unsinkable, 
which is also what flourishes but also is supported 
by the wide and uncaring skies; it is in memory of 
that constitutive, unavoidable beauty that will 
never be defeated, regardless of its well-founded 
unsustainability in refutation of mainstream, 
artistically established aesthetics. 
O'Keeffe powerfully teaches us that it is not simple 
survival, but an effective and frequently austere 
beauty. And so, a skull might be one of the 
"flowers of life," provided that the task of seeing 
radically with profound love, gentle sensitivity, and 
an unshakeable willingness to look far beyond the 
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obvious, transcending societal discomfort with the 
unconventional. 
 
Finding Home: New Mexico as a Garden of 
Unfiltered Vision 
The move by Georgia O'Keeffe to New Mexico was 
not merely a realistic change of geographical 
location but more of a deep metaphysical 
rearrangement that allowed her to increasingly 
lead a reflective lifestyle by her inner perception 
mannerisms. Of her choice, O'Keefe noted, 
exploring her decision to move there, “as soon as 
I saw it, that was my country” (Marginalian, 2018).  
In this extreme, but strong, landscape, O'Keeffe 
felt paintings of a kind that she recognized as the 
‘flowers and orchids she used to paint, alignments 
of flowers as she described them, the delicate and 
tough forms of the cactus blossoms, the sun-
bleached and ethereally spectral beauty of weather-
carved wood and bone and the limitless skies. The 
sheer inexorable expanse of the New Southwest 
landscape, untainted by the formal din and 
invasive criticality of the competitive New York art 
scene, was appropriate to the purification of the 
minimalist, raw aesthetic that characterized her 
unique aesthetic. 
But this westward movement was not only an 
aesthetic reaction to new surroundings; it was also 
an escape hatch in response to the tireless, 
unstoppable sledgehammer of social 
miscomprehension that had repeatedly 
undermined her artistic authority at least as far as 
the art scene in New York was concerned. This 
hammer was in the form of the social forces that 
were applied to the Freudian interpretations of her 
that restricted her autonomy. Though her 
monumental, huge-scale flower paintings were to 
be seen as visual meditations to be taken seriously 
with diligent, disciplined, respectful attention. 
Encouraging the viewer to be hit by the fragile 
beauties of nature on a scale that could not be 
ignored, they were continuously and maddeningly 
simply sexualized. Critics and the general audience 
imposed their anxieties upon the canvases of 
O'Keeffe and, as a result, constantly began to read 
in images of the female desires and overt forms of 
vulva shapes on the very forms and shapes she 
attempted to praise in their purely aesthetic and 
formal power. (The Art Story, n.d.). Commenting 

on this incident, we hear a resigned, hectic voice 
as O'Keeffe exclaimed: They hung all their 
associations of flowers upon my flower, And I had 
to take the blame. (Art Story, n.d.-b) 
The constant reductive misinterpretation of the 
work of Georgia O'Keeffe, who was reduced to a 
biological determinist interpretation, landed a 
psychological burden of tremendous weight onto 
her shoulders. Her move to New Mexico enabled 
a very essential break in this stifling critical 
environment. In this new spacious, new, world of 
her garden her selected subjects, although they still 
expressed at large her major theme of finding God 
in these sacred flowers among the earthly world of 
things, whether it was the massive, ancient form of 
The Lawrence Tree, the robust, sculptural form of 
Ram Head, White Hollyhock-Hills, or the 
unrestricted enormity of the land itself, were at last 
less subject to the constricted, sexualized 
interpretations to which her flowers had been so 
horribly exposed. New Mexico not only provides 
her with breathtaking visual fare but also that 
essential physical and psychic room in which to 
evolve and grow, to flesh out her unique visual 
voice in her way, without the deafening culture 
that insisted upon foisting its uneasiness upon her 
canvases. 
New Mexico became a crucial source in which 
O'Keeffe was able to dedicate herself entirely to the 
world in which she lived, and she pursued her 
artistic endeavor throughout her lifetime, which is 
to be able to recognize the foundational beauty in 
all of its manifestations. It is this unimpeded 
pursuit, however, which was only possible due to 
this lack of constant hammering of various forms 
of misinterpretation which had taken her to the 
west in the first place, and which finally left the 
desert as an ultimate resting place of her own very 
definite and unmistakable way of perceiving the 
world which was rendered largely free of the 
outside influences of the social pressures to which 
she had once been assumed to belong. 
Conclusion 
The Oeuvres of Georgia O'Keeffe forms a 
prolonged and revelatory exploration of 
perception, the status of beauty, and the ability to 
withstand the forces exerted on her. Whether the 
highly magnified botanicals, the verticality of 
urban skylines, the bare, fleshy beauty of bleached 
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skeletons, or the extreme horizontality of desert 
vistas, and with a wide and varied selection of 
other subjects as well, O'Keeffe raises over and over 
the oft-ignored glory of the world we live in. No 
less than interventions, a silent and radical 
demonstration against a world that is becoming 
more and more hurried, armored, and primed to 
ignore the finer and satisfying aspects of life, yet far 
from being gimmicks or exercises in visual 
aesthetics, her notorious close-ups appear as 
philosophical gestures. The work by O'Keeffe goes 
directly against the requirement of naming any 
clear narrative or less diluted forms of 
understanding reality. She saw that modern 
conditions may produce an unnatural relation to 
an external world, which hides deep beauty 
inherent in the everyday. Over and over again, the 
society had attempted to confine her practice in 
small, reductive interpretive contexts, named 
under the secularization of her flower pictures, 
and traditional prejudices. Still, O'Keeffe has a 
determined focus on the flowers of life, those 
lovely yet sturdy presentations of life and 
gracefulness, and grants a permanent reminder of 
the requirement of beauty. In a world where the 
forces of diminishment, devaluation, or forcing us 
down exist, beauty, the sense of it, the very act of 
seeing such ubiquitous flowers, that is, the 
perception of beauty, is not a consolatory 
adornment but a radical essential power. It is a 
refutation of indifference, self-style, and a 
statement of the fullness of life and the potency of 
well-observing, nuanced vision. 
 
References 
[^1]: Marginalian. 2018. "Georgia O'Keeffe on the 

Art of Seeing." Last modified November 15, 
2018. 
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11
/15/georgia-okeeffe-flower/. 

 [^2]: "Georgia O'Keeffe Paintings, Bio, Ideas." 
The Art Story. 
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-
georgia/. 

 [^3]: Art Story. n.d.b. "Georgia O'Keeffe 
Paintings, Bio, Ideas." Accessed July 3, 2025. 
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-
georgia/. 

 [^4]: Art Story. n.d.b. "Georgia O'Keeffe 
Paintings, Bio, Ideas." Accessed July 3, 2025. 
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-
georgia/. 

 [^5]: Georgia O'Keeffe, Flower Abstraction, 
Whitney Museum of American Art, 
accessed July 3, 2025, 
https://whitney.org/collection/works/984. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/15/georgia-okeeffe-flower/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/15/georgia-okeeffe-flower/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/okeeffe-georgia/

