STUDENT RESOURCE

INTRODUCTION
The time of Georgia O’Keeffe, Margaret Preston and
Grace Cossington Smith was characterised by scientific
discovery, war, rapid urbanisation, engineering and
industrialisation.
Rather than working toward tonal modelling and ‘imitative
drawing’ techniques, these women artists were driven
toward abstraction by theories about colour and distortion
initiated by the Fauvists in Europe, as well as by their own
fascination with the depiction of light.
Arthur Wesley Dow’s design exercises — influenced by
Japanese aesthetics (Orientalism) that aimed to achieve
harmony using notan, or ‘dark and light’ — were being
taught around the world, including to O’Keeffe at a
University of Virginia summer school; here in Australia,
Preston was reading about them. 1, 2

Georgia O’Keeffe / Ram’s Head, Blue Morning Glory (detail) 1938 / Gift of The Burnett Foundation 2007 /
Collection: Georgia O’Keeffe Museum, Santa Fe / © Georgia O’Keeffe Museum

BEFORE VISIT

‘Do not go where the path may
lead, go instead where there
is no path and leave a trail.’

RESEARCH – What is Modernism? Write a definition
that considers the following terms: rapid change,
world view, transportation, industrialisation, innovation,
experimentation, rejecting tradition, realism, abstraction.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82),
North American essayist and poet

Locate on maps the cities, regions and other places
significant to O’Keeffe, Preston and Cossington Smith,
including New Mexico, Sydney Harbour and England.
DEVELOP – Use Google Earth to find and take screen
shots of these locations and the vehicles in use at the time.

‘Lasting art is endlessly interesting
because its meaning is constantly
remade by each generation, by each
individual viewer.’

REFLECT – Consider the impact of travel on artists,
seeing new countries and landscapes for the first time.
How long would it take to travel from Brisbane to each of
these destinations in the 1920s?

Cody Hartley, Director of Curatorial Affairs,
Georgia O’Keeffe Museum, Santa Fe

RESOLVE – Present this information in PowerPoint or as
a poster.

1	Rose Peel, ‘Margaret Preston: A Material Girl Explained’,
paper presented at the AICCM Symposium, 19–21 April 2006,
Wellington, New Zealand, accessed 2 March 2017.
2	Carolyn Kastner, ‘Abstraction and the creation of national
identity’, in O’Keeffe, Preston, Cossington Smith: Making Modernism
[exhibition catalogue], Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne,
pp.36–8.
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MARGARET PRESTON
CONCEPT
ESSENCE OF PLACE/NATIONALISM
FOCUS
CONNECTION WITH COUNTRY/PERCEPTION/SIMPLIFICATION
CONTEXT
GEOGRAPHICAL/SOCIOCULTURAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL
MEDIA
PAINTING AND PRINTMAKING

DURING VISIT
DEVELOP CRAFT AND OBSERVE
Look at Preston’s still-life works and think about this quote:

‘Why there are so many tables of still life in modern
paintings is because they are really laboratory tables
on which aesthetic problems can be isolated.’
Margaret Preston in Art in Australia (1929)

Margaret Preston (1875–1963) was born in Port Adelaide, South
Australia. She studied realist painting techniques, and it wasn’t
until she travelled to Europe that she began to incorporate
the flattened, decorative approach of the French postimpressionists, the Fauves, and Japanese woodblock printing.
In the 1940s, Preston became involved with the New South
Wales Anthropological Society, sparking an interest in
understanding Indigenous Australian culture, and she began
to appropriate Aboriginal motifs and colours in her works. A
brave artistic direction at a time when Aboriginal culture was
less than revered, Preston’s approach is still controversial, in
terms of cultural appropriation. Popular as both an artist and a
writer, she espoused the need to develop a sense of nationhood
by defining an Australian artistic style that included local
Aboriginal artistic traditions.

What aesthetic problems do you think Preston has addressed
in her still-life works?
Look at Preston’s landscapes. Her emphasis is not on others
but on the environment.

AFTER VISIT
ENVISION
Using fresh or silk flowers, create a still-life arrangement
with bottles, bowls or other everyday items and draw from
observation. Develop your drawing into a lino-print design by
eliminating fine lines and flattening spaces. Emphasise linear
rhythms like those found in her Rocks and waves 1929 and
Wheelflower 1929, which also appear in the ‘Making Modernism’
exhibition. Transfer the image in reverse onto the lino and cut
away the areas to be coloured. Print in black ink; once dry,
use watercolour paint, gauche, pencil or pastel to colour in
the remaining areas.

BEFORE VISIT
UNDERSTANDING THE ART WORLD
Research – What is Primitivism? Explain its importance
by providing examples of artists who adopted it during the
twentieth century.

ENGAGE AND PERSIST
Compare Preston’s Bridge from North Shore 1932 print
composition with Grace Cossington Smith’s The Curve of the
Bridge 1928–29, also in the exhibition. What comment on
society do you think these images make? What subject would
you choose to symbolise society now?

What is anthropology? What does an ethnographer do?
Discover the importance of the colour palette: seek to
understand Preston’s interest in the use of pigments from the
earth and in Indigenous Australian motifs. Identify which colours
connect with Indigenous art and identity.

STRETCH AND EXPLORE
Select one of Preston’s landscapes and apply the four steps of
art criticism to form a response:

Develop – Create a colour map by using acrylic paint to mix
earth tones.

1. Describe – What do you see?

Reflect – Create a class debate on the following topic:
‘Art has been successful in bringing cultures together’.

2. Analyse – How has the artist implemented significant
elements and principles of design?

Resolve – Create an infographic that illustrates the influence of
Post-Impressionism and Primitivism on Preston’s art practice.

3. Interpret – What is the meaning expressed?
4. Evaluate – How successful is the work in conveying the
artist’s intentions through the use of literal, emotional or
formal aesthetic qualities?

Margaret Preston / Aboriginal Still Life 1940 / Oil on canvas / 43.6 x 48 cm / Gift of the Godfrey Rivers Trust through Miss
Daphne Mayo, 1940 / Collection: Queensland Art Gallery / © Margaret Rose Preston Estate. Licensed by Viscopy, 2017
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GRACE COSSINGTON SMITH
CONCEPT
SENSE OF PLACE/IN THE MOMENT
FOCUS
REMAINS OF THE DAY/OBSERVATION/LIGHT
CONTEXT
PERSONAL/GEOGRAPHICAL/SPIRITUAL
MEDIA
PAINTING AND DRAWING

DURING VISIT
DEVELOP CRAFT AND OBSERVE
Investigate Cossington Smith’s use of colour in Church interior
c.1941–42. There is interplay between warm and cool tones
welcoming and receding, which creates drama and tense
energy. What circumstances might Cossington Smith be
alluding to in this scene? [Hint: Consider the year it was made.]
ANALYSE, EVALUATE AND RESPOND
Compare O’Keeffe’s In the patio VIII 1950 with Cossington
Smith’s Interior with Wardrobe Mirror 1955.
In terms of paint application, what effect does O’Keeffe’s use
of hard-edge abstraction have on the image? How does this
parallel Cossington Smith’s approach of avoiding flat areas of
colour?

Grace Cossington Smith (1892–1984) was born in Neutral Bay,
Sydney. While travelling in Berlin, she found one of her most
lasting artistic influences: paintings by Jean-Antoine Watteau.
Cossington Smith’s landscape compositions invite the viewer
to travel through it with her as she shares a personal sense of
place and spirituality via fanciful, creative and heavenly skies.
Her use of colour and pattern makes the scenes come alive.

AFTER VISIT
ENGAGE AND PERSIST
Now make connections and comparisons between Preston
and Cossington Smith’s choice of subjects.
Cossington Smith worked on observing her subject and drew
it meticulously. This attention to detail allowed her to abstract
forms through broken colour and the pattern of paint on the
surface. What do you consider to be Preston’s strengths in
portraying her subjects?

BEFORE VISIT
UNDERSTANDING THE ART WORLD
Research – What is Realism? Who painted in this style? These
artists dismissed painterly techniques such as perspective and
chose instead to portray emotive scenes.
In Berlin, Cossington Smith viewed the works of
Jean-Antoine Watteau. Find these images to see how they may
have influenced her.

‘All form — landscape, interiors, still life,
flowers, animals, people — ha[s] an
inarticulate grace and beauty; painting
to me is expressing this form in colour,
colour vibrant with light — but containing
this other, silent quality which is unconscious, and belongs to all things created.’

Develop – Hone your impasto and broken-colour painting
techniques by adding impasto medium to acrylic paint.
Exploit it to see how thickly you can apply the colour.
Reflect – Consider the impact of the combination of scenes of
everyday activities with thickly applied paint. To whom would
these images be most appealing?

Grace Cossington Smith in Present Day Art in Australia (1969)

Resolve – Create a timeline illustrating the types of art that
existed prior to Realism and the birth of Modernism, to the more
contemporary Postmodern era.

Grace Cossington Smith / Australia 1892–1984 / Church interior c.1941–42 (inscr. 1937) / Oil with pencil on pulpboard / 55.2 x
42.2cm / Purchased 2001 with funds raised through The Grace Cossington Smith Queensland Art Gallery Foundation Appeal /
Collection: Queensland Art Gallery / © Estate of Grace Cossington Smith
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GEORGIA O’KEEFFE
CONCEPT

SENSE OF PLACE/SIMPLIFICATION/SPIRITUAL
CONNECTION/NATURE

FOCUS

IMMERSION/OBSERVATION/MEMENTO MORI/VANITAS

CONTEXT

PERSONAL/GEOGRAPHICAL/SPIRITUAL

MEDIA

PAINTING

DURING VISIT
Impact – What is your reaction to Ram’s Head, Blue Morning
Glory 1938? How has O’Keeffe been able to communicate or
express personal meaning in this composition?

Georgia O’Keeffe (1887–1986) was born in Sun Prairie,
Wisconsin, and died in Santa Fe, New Mexico. She is
affectionately known as ‘the mother of Modernism’ in North
America. O’Keeffe developed a close connection with New
Mexico in the 1930s and this is where she felt most at home,
despite also living and working in New York. At her property in
the village of Abiquiú (pronounced abikew), O’Keeffe cultivated
a private garden of flowers including roses, lilies, poppies and
bleeding hearts. Her motifs of flowers, bones, and undulating
landscapes featuring the vernacular architecture of New Mexico
are visions that remain fresh and captivating to audiences.
The Georgia O’Keeffe Museum, the first museum in the United
States dedicated to a single female artist, opened in 1997 in
Santa Fe. It houses 1149 of her works.1

Compare – How do O’Keeffe’s landscapes differ from those
of Cossington Smith and Preston? What are the similarities?
Choose three works you consider to have the most in common
and explain your choices.
Media – O’Keeffe began painting watercolours, but these works
were created with oils. Can you identify areas where her use of
oil paint is influenced by watercolour painting techniques, such
as wet-on-wet technique or washes of colour?
Before you leave – On the final wall of the exhibition is a series
of O’Keeffe’s paintings unified by the colour blue. When you
look at these works, can you envisage the landscape of New
Mexico? What does the absence of detail allow you to imagine
as you look at these works? Were they all painted at the same
time? Why do you believe they have been displayed in this
arrangement? Is there a narrative being told?

BEFORE VISIT
UNDERSTANDING THE ART WORLD
Research – What is vanitas? What are its identifiable motifs? In
what ways does this term relate to O’Keeffe’s still lifes?

AFTER VISIT

Why is New Mexico known colloquially as ‘O’Keeffe Country’?

DEVELOP CRAFT
• Painting: O’Keeffe-inspired technique

Develop – ‘When I arrived at Lake George I painted a horse’s
skull — then another horse’s skull and then another horse’s
skull. In my Amarillo days, cows had been so much a part of
that country I couldn’t think of it without them. So as I painted
along on my cow’s skull on blue, I thought to myself, “I’ll make
it an American painting. They will not think it great with the red
stripes down the sides — Red, White, and Blue — but they will
notice it”.’ Georgia O’Keeffe

Select a flower from your local area and observe its shape and
contours. Create a gestural drawing of the flower that fills a
whole page. Remove excess lines and unnecessary detail to
keep the image simple and abstract. Repeat lines to emphasise
the form and develop a sense of depth. Enlarge your drawing to
A3 size using a light-coloured, water-soluble pencil to re-create
the lines (avoid graphite, as this will be too dark an outline). Use
watercolour paint to fill in the areas, adding tones of colour.

Viewpoint – Did O’Keeffe achieve her goal of creating a ‘great
American painting’?

• Composition: O’Keeffe applied photographer Paul Strand’s
use of cropping to her paintings

Reflect – Consider the significance of New Mexico, and
specifically the role of place, in O’Keeffe’s works.

Recall one of her works from the exhibition as inspiration
for a composition of your own that is tightly cropped. Use
photography or painting.

Resolve – What questions would you ask the curators of
‘O’Keeffe, Preston, Cossington Smith: Making Modernism’?

‘Men put me down as the best woman
painter . . . I think I’m one of the best
painters.’

1 See www.brooklynmuseum.org/eascfa/dinner_party/place_settings/
georgia_o_keeffe, accessed 2 March 2017.
Georgia O’Keeffe / Ram’s Head, Blue Morning Glory (detail) 1938 / Gift of The Burnett Foundation 2007 / Collection: Georgia
O’Keeffe Museum, Santa Fe / © Georgia O’Keeffe Museum

Georgia O’Keeffe
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‘All form – landscape, interiors,
still life, flowers, animals,
people – has an inarticulate grace
and beauty: painting to me is
expressing this form in colour,
colour vibrant with light – but
containing this other, silent quality
which is unconscious, and belongs
to all things created.’
Grace Cossington Smith in Present Day Art in Australia
(1969)

‘Modern art, to survive, must
be made necessary to modern
society. The first step is to find
subjects that can symbolise what
is to us the meaning of our world
as effectively as the religious
pictures once did for other times.’
Margaret Preston in Art in Australia (1929)

It was in the fall of 1915 that I first
had the idea that what I had been
taught was of little value to me . . .
I had been taught to work like
others and after careful thinking
I decided that I wasn’t going to
spend my life doing what had
already been done.

PUBLISHER

Georgia O’Keeffe in Georgia O’Keeffe (1976)

Exhibition dates:
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne 12 October 2016 – 19 February 2017
Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane 11 March – 11 June 2017
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 1 July – 2 October 2017

Published in conjunction with ‘O’Keeffe, Preston, Cossington Smith: Making Modernism’,
held at the Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia, 11 March – 11 June 2017.
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