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​Chapter 1: Roots of a Visionary – Early Life and Influences


●  Childhood in Wisconsin and the impact of rural landscapes



​Childhood in Wisconsin

GEORGIA TOTTO O'KEEFFE was born on November 15, 1887, on a large wheat and dairy farm near Sun Prairie, Wisconsin. As the second of seven children born to Francis Calyxtus O'Keeffe, a farmer of Irish descent, and Ida Totto O'Keeffe, of Dutch-Hungarian heritage, Georgia grew up in a busy, rural household. Her mother, who had aspirations of becoming a doctor, was a strong proponent of education for her children, particularly her daughters. This encouragement fostered an early intellectual and artistic curiosity in Georgia. She attended a one-room rural school and, along with her sisters, received early art lessons at home, including watercolor instruction from a local artist.

By the age of ten, O'Keeffe had firmly decided she wanted to be an artist. This early and powerful commitment to art was nurtured by her family. Her art training continued at the Sacred Heart Academy in Madison, Wisconsin, where she was a boarder, and where a nun who taught art impressed upon her the importance of painting things large—a lesson that would profoundly influence her signature close-up floral works later in life. Her childhood was characterized by a developing sense of independence and an intensely observant nature.

​The Impact of Rural Landscapes

THE NATURAL WORLD OF the Wisconsin farm provided the initial, fundamental inspiration for O'Keeffe's artistic vision. The extensive farm near Sun Prairie, where she spent her formative years, instilled in her a deep connection to nature and a lifelong habit of meticulous observation. The rural landscape, with its cyclical rhythms and natural forms, was the first subject matter that captured her imagination. This early environment shaped her perspective, teaching her to look closely at the details of the natural world.


●  Love of Nature: Growing up on the farm fostered a profound love for the outdoors and nature's processes.

●  Meticulous Observation: Her quiet, introspective character, developed amidst a large family, led her to focus intensely on material surroundings, especially the colors and forms of objects.

●  Formative Artistic Advice: An anecdote from her Madison high school years highlights the early influence of natural forms: an art teacher prompted the class to look closely at a purplish Jack-in-the-Pulpit flower, emphasizing the abstraction of color and line from a natural object, a concept that stuck with her.



Although she would later become famously associated with the stark landscapes of New Mexico, the rural Wisconsin landscapes provided the foundational, quiet appreciation for nature that underpins her entire body of work. After her family relocated to Williamsburg, Virginia, when she was fifteen, O'Keeffe eventually left Wisconsin to pursue formal training at institutions like the Art Institute of Chicago and the Art Students League in New York. However, the solitude and the immersive experience of the natural world that defined her Wisconsin childhood remained the "root" of her visionary approach to painting.




●  Early fascination with art and her first drawing lessons



​The Early Resolve to be an Artist

GEORGIA TOTTO O'KEEFFE’S artistic journey began remarkably early, establishing a determined and independent spirit that would define her career. Born in 1887 on a large farm near Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, she grew up in a vibrant household as the second of seven children. Her early fascination with the natural world surrounding the family farm—the fields, the sky, the plant life—was soon channeled into a desire to create. By the age of ten (some sources say nine or twelve), O'Keeffe had already declared to her peers and family that she was going to be an artist. This was not a passing childhood interest but a firm, lifelong conviction, despite the era's limitations for female artists.

​First Formal Instruction in Wisconsin

O'KEEFFE'S MOTHER, Ida Totto O'Keeffe, who valued education and had her own progressive aspirations, encouraged her daughter's early aptitude. This support led to Georgia receiving formal instruction even before her teenage years. Her initial art lessons provided the foundational skills upon which her unique style would eventually be built.


●  She began by receiving art lessons at home with her sisters, Ida and Anita, likely using drawing manuals.

●  Her first notable teacher was a local watercolorist named Sara Mann, who provided O'Keeffe with her earliest formal instruction in watercolor painting.

●  The pursuit of art continued during her high school years. As a boarder at the Sacred Heart Academy in Madison, Wisconsin (1901–1902), she studied with Sister Angelique. It was here that she received a piece of advice that resonated profoundly: when Sister Angelique criticized a drawing for being too small, Georgia took the lesson to heart, beginning her practice of creating large-format images. This seemingly minor critique foreshadowed her later iconic, magnified paintings of flowers.



​Cultivating Discipline and Observation

THESE EARLY LESSONS were crucial not just for skill acquisition but for cultivating the rigorous discipline and keen power of observation that O'Keeffe is known for. The emphasis in her initial training would have been on imitative realism—the standard curriculum of the time, focusing on drawing and copying from life or plaster casts. Although she would later reject this traditional approach in favor of modern abstraction, her foundational ability to draw precisely and observe intensely was honed during these years. She later recalled that she "looked out her window when she was little and drew whatever she saw," demonstrating that even before professional training, she possessed an innate, direct engagement with her visual world, a trait that would remain central to her art. By the time she graduated from high school and left Wisconsin for further study at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 1905, she was already a dedicated and self-reliant young artist, with her sights set on a professional career.




●  Education at the Art Institute of Chicago and Art Students League of New York



Georgia O'Keeffe's formal art education at the Art Institute of Chicago and the Art Students League of New York was foundational, providing her with a rigorous grounding in traditional painting and drawing techniques, even though she would later reject this academic realism in favor of a more modernist and personal style.
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