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O'Keeffe bends us to her vision
By Donald Munro / The Fresno Bee

(Updated Sunday, November 28, 2004, 11:38 AM)

More than a river runs through the Georgia O'Keeffe _
exhibition at the Fresno Metropolitan Museum. The amo Ul iiss

show might not be chock full of the images you first E-mail This Article

associate with the artist — the close-ups of flowers,

the dreamy abstracts, the bleached animal skulls = Printer-Friendly Format
floating against otherwordly landscapes — but Receive the Daily Bulletin
there's enough of a smattering of periods and styles Bes Subscribe to Print

to give a taste of her prodigious and varied output.
Join a Forum

IF YOU GO

What: "Georgia O'Keeffe: Visions
of the Sublime"

When: Through Jan. 2

Where: Fresno Metropolitan
Museum

Admission: $8 general, $5
students and seniors

Details: (559) 441-1444, www.
fresnomet.org

Still, 1 keep coming back to the river.

| bend to its ways. I'm hooked by, well, its
hook.

In 1935, O'Keeffe painted "Blue River
(Chama River, Ghost Ranch)," a favorite
vista of hers in her beloved New Mexico.
(Scouting for property, O'Keeffe's assistant,
Maria Chabot, wrote to her: "Do you
remember the great curve of the Chama?
That is the only place for our town house.™)

The painting is defiantly vertical. Near the top we see the dramatic bend of the
river. | can't really call it gentle; | think of it more as comfortable. The bend
reminds me of the way a coat hanger fits perfectly over the rod in a closet. By the
lower half of the painting, the river has widened to fill the entire frame. The water,
swirled with white, suggests the shallow depth of a sandbar. No longer do we have
the banks of the Chama to guide our perspective. It's as if O'Keeffe has plopped
us, waist-deep, in the river as it churns by. As | look at the scene, my first
reaction is volume. Not just of the water in the river itself. I'm thinking of volume
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But back to the river. Here's where the show gets really interesting for me. To the
immediate right of "Blue River" is another painting by O'Keeffe depicting what
appears to be the same scene, this one from 1964: "From the River — Light Blue."
Almost 30 years separate the two.

This version is noticeably different. It's much more abstract; the river's banks and
scattered foliage have blended into a pure, sandy color. The water, likewise, is less
representational in style. It's a thick swath of blue, with a hint of lighter blue
suggesting the shallowness near the shore. What's more, the perspective is
completely different. Instead of feeling like you're right there in the river, this
latter work is an overhead view. We're looking down on the scene.

The bend in the river is the same, however. There's still that distinctive hook that
reminds me, even more, of that snugly fitting hanger. By boiling the scene down
to essential shape and color — and by imposing an overhead omnipotence to the
view — O'Keeffe in simple strokes conveys the magnitude and majesty of the New
Mexico landscape.

This different perspective reflects the impact of air travel on O'Keeffe's art. Simply
put, flying in a plane wowed her from the first time she got up in the air. In a
letter to Chabot, the artist wrote, "What one sees from the air is so simple and so

http://www .fresnobee.com/col umnists/munro/story/9518680p-10409429c.html (2 of 3)12/7/2004 4:59:27 AM


http://www.fresnobee.com/aboutus/ContactUs/interactive.htm
http://www.fresnobee.com/footer/bee_jobs/index.html
http://www.centralvalley.com/portal/get_out/movies/?find=Enter+movie+name
http://www.switchboard.com/bin/cgidir.dll?MEM=1332&T=Fresno&S=CA
http://www.fresnobee.com/sitemap/
http://www.fresnobee.com/7_day_archive/extended/index.html
http://www.fresnobee.com/7_day_archive/extended/index.html
http://www.centralvalley.com/
http://www.vidaenelvalle.com/
http://www.clovisindependent.com/
http://www.clovisindependent.com/
http://www.fresnoneighbors.com/
http://www.fresnoneighbors.com/
http://www.fresnobee.com/user_registration/login/index.html
http://www.fresnobee.com/register-bin/interface.pl.cgi?mode=request_password
http://www.fresnobee.com/register-bin/interface.pl.cgi?mode=register
http://www.fresnobee.com/dwb_register/stories/story/6570232p-7510679c.html
http://www.fresnobee.com/dwb_register/stories/story/6570231p-7510680c.html
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543992p-10433274c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543992p-10433274c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9540287p-10430348c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9540287p-10430348c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543966p-10433256c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543966p-10433256c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9535232p-10425600c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9535232p-10425600c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9550137p-10438936c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9550137p-10438936c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9535236p-10425604c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9535236p-10425604c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9530781p-10421047c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9530781p-10421047c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543994p-10433276c.html',600,330)
javascript:popUp('http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs/story/9543994p-10433276c.html',600,330)
http://www.fresnobee.com/classifieds/topjobs

FresnoBee.com: Donald Munro: O'K eeffe bends us to her vision

beautiful, I cannot help feeling that it would do something wonderful for the
human race — rid it of much smallness and pettiness if more people flew."

I've often had similar thoughts — though not as eloquently formed — when I've
flown myself. Looking down on the ground from 30,000 feet, the vastness of the
terrain and the chaotic eloquence of nature makes anything man-made seem
downright puny.

In her 1962 painting "Sky Above White Clouds I," also part of the Fresno
exhibition, O'Keeffe reflects this almost giddy fascination with air travel. It's
almost breathtakingly simple in composition: a huge band of white as glimpsed
from the window of a plane, with a dreamy "horizon" line where the cloud stops
and the pale blue-green colors of a wispy sky stretch upward.

I can only be thankful that she lived in a century where she had the privilege to
fly. Think what DaVinci or Turner would have given for that chance.

This from-the-air grandeur is the real strength of this exhibition. Getting into the
sky seemed a fitting way for O'Keeffe to progress in her career; flying allowed her
to paint even bigger than before, if not necessarily in size but in scope.

O'Keeffe's close-up flower paintings are nice, and there is a fine example in
"Visions of the Sublime" (although if you have your heart set on them you might
be disappointed in an exhibition that's more geared to landscapes). But think wide-
angle when you catch this show. I'll take the bend in the river — and that big,
broad, never-ending O'Keeffe sky — any day.

The columnist can be reached at dmunro@fresnobee.com or (559) 441-6373.
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