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   Fig. 1: “The Lawrence Tree” by Georgia O’Keefe 

 

 When some people look at Georgia O’Keefe’s “The Lawrence Tree,” their first reaction is 

one of confusion. Is it a giant squid swirling in a sea of lights? Is it a network of arteries and 

blood vessels inside the human body?  In fact, the painting was created from the perspective of 

the underside of a Lawrence tree in darkness. O’Keefe has captured the movement inherent in 

this tree—its electric,  vibrant nature, as well as the idea that trees bridge heaven and earth.  

 In the background we see a night sky speckled with bright white stars, all of them like 

pinpricks in the universe. The sky is gently illuminated by the light of the stars, but the majority 

of the painting can be seen in its mid-ground, which consists of an inky-silhouette of branches 

that seem to seep away from the tree, giving the effect of liquid dye as it swirls and oozes in 
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water. We cannot see exact detail in the leaves, but only the dark shape which gives the tree its 

shape and mass.  Connecting the mid-ground to the foreground are earth-red branches that 

snake across painting like tentacles or fingers, seeming to reach down at the viewer.  Many 

people have compared these branches to veins and the color of the wood to blood.  

In the picture’s foreground, which is the base of the tree, a strong, wide trunk emerges 

diagonally from one side of the frame, giving the illusion of an anchor to the rest of the picture. 

O’Keefe painted the tree from the perspective of sitting beneath it and looking upward, which 

makes us feel as though we, too, are sitting under the tree at night, looking up with the artist.  

The picture makes me feel slightly nervous, as though, I should be afraid of this dark scene, but 

the more I look at it, the more I feel at peace, especially when I realize that there is nothing 

unnatural in this picture—only that which exists in nature—trees and sky.    

This painting makes me feel as though this tree is alive, not as we normally think of trees 

as being alive, but alive the way that an animal is alive—capable of movement, of feeling, of 

reactions. Because its branches resemble a sea creature or blood vessels, we associate it with 

life. This depiction challenges our assumptions that trees are unmoving, unchangeable 

structures.  Georgia O’Keefe wants people to see the inherent beauty of trees; she wants us to 

understand that each tree is a unique work of art—a living sculpture—silent but distinct.  

Moreover, I believe that Georgia O’Keefe wants to depict the connection between earth 

and sky; she wants to show that trees, being a sort of bridge, connect us to the universe.  Too 

often, we live each day looking straight ahead, not looking up or around us, and we don’t 

realize that we are but specks in a massive universe. When we look at the stars and to look 
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beyond the trees, we think of our mortality—of heaven—or of the possibility of no heaven.  

O’Keefe has captured both the mystery and the beauty of the earth and the atmosphere 

surrounding it.   


