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Fe a t u r e s

Georgia O’Keeffe, famous for her
desert paintings, created equally
stunning - though lesser known -

pieces inspired by a 1939 trip to Hawaii. The
works, and a display of the plants she would
have encountered there, are now on view at
the New York Botanical Garden. The multi-
faceted blockbuster of a show explores a lit-
tle-known side of O’Keeffe - her 1939
immersion in the flora and landscapes of the
Hawaiian Islands. “Georgia O’Keeffe: Visions
of Hawai’i,” on view through Oct 28, is the
first presentation of the artist’s depictions of
Hawaii in New York since 1940.

Adding dimension to the collection of 20
paintings, the garden has evoked in its
Conservatory the gardens and landscapes
that inspired O’Keeffe, as well as galleries
devoted to the complex history of Hawaii’s
plants and ecology. The show also features a
short film about O’Keeffe’s journey to Hawaii;
performances and presentations devoted to
Hawaiian culture; a poke truck (serving
Hawaiian food); and Hawaiian background
music. After New York, the painting portion
of the exhibit will be on view at the Memphis
Brooks Museum of Art, in Tennessee, from
Dec. 1 through Feb. 24, 2019.

“We always associate O’Keeffe with

New Mexico and being very independent,
but here she is traveling to Hawaii, which
was a pretty major journey from New York
in those days, hired by an advertising firm at
a time when she was 51, at the height of her
career. She was one of the most famous
artists in America at that time and she really
didn’t need the assignment,” says the show’s
curator, Theresa Papanikolas of the Honolulu
Museum of Art. “I think she was really mes-
merized by the images in the brochures they
kept sending her,” she says.

O’Keeffe spent nine weeks in Hawaii, on
commission to produce images for a
Hawaiian Pineapple Company promotional
campaign. She visited some of Hawaii’s most
elegant private gardens and dramatic land-
scapes. She produced depictions of moun-
tains and waterfalls, as well as her signature
close-cropped views of the flowers and
plants she encountered. By all accounts, she
“was blown away by what she saw there,
especially in Maui,” said Karen Daubmann,
associate vice president for exhibitions and
public engagement at the garden.

The paintings on display include “Heliconia:
Crab’s Claw Ginger” and “Pineapple Bud,”
both of which were used in the Hawaiian
Pineapple Company’s ad campaign. They are

on loan from private collections. For all her
enthusiasm, O’Keeffe got some of the plant
names wrong, Papanikolas points out. For
example, the plant depicted in the “Heliconia:
Crab’s Claw Ginger” painting was actually a
Lobster Claw Heliconia, she says.

White Lotus
The artist’s visit to what was then a

remote US territory coincided with increas-
ing awareness of Hawaii as tourism grew
and statehood neared.

Her first impression on arrival was of
being showered with leis and other “queer
scraps of flowers.” She started out painting
the flowers that would have seemed most
familiar to her, as in a “Bella Donna” painting
- of a flower with a vivid green center - that
is reminiscent of jimsonweed, which
O’Keeffe painted a lot, Papanikolas says. She
quickly moved on to slightly more exotic
flowers, as in “White Lotus,” a flower that
she may have seen in water gardens on the
mainland. “But soon after that she moved on
to much more outlandish tropical flowers,”
Papanikolas says. “Pink Ornamental
Banana,” while not native to Hawaii, was
popular in the upscale home gardens
O’Keeffe explored in Hawaii. An example of

the plant - and other exotic tropical flowers
- are on view in the New York Botanical
Garden’s Conservatory. “When she gets to
Maui, she really hits her stride,” says
Papanikolas. O’Keeffe was the guest of a
plantation manager there and borrowed his
car - with his 12-year-old daughter as a
guide - to explore dramatic landscapes like
those she depicts in “Black Lava Bridge,”
with its rugged rocks and choppy waves.

In the Iao Valley, “she’s catching the
mistiness of these velvety green mountains.
She’s come a long way since her first Hawaii
paintings and is now really immersed in the
sense of space,” the curator says. “As her
paintings go along, you can feel her person-
al transformation from tourist to ensconced
visiting artist.” The plants that O’Keeffe
encountered, which tended toward vivid
colors and broad leaves, included native
species, like Hawaiian red hibiscus and
white hibiscus; “canoe plants” like sugar-
cane and taro that were introduced to
Hawaii by the Polynesians; and exotic orna-
mentals like pineapple, papaya, coffee, ole-
ander and heliconia, which were introduced
later. All can be enjoyed up close and per-
sonal in the show, in addition to O’Keeffe’s
paintings. — AP

Nguyen Truong Chinh proudly holds up
intricately crafted animals, flowers and
hearts-secret gifts made from plastic

bags by a son on Vietnam’s death row. The
palm-sized creations that his son and other
inmates have furtively made and smuggled out
of their solitary cells offer a rare glimpse of
prison life in Vietnam, believed to be one of the
world’s leading executioners. They’re also an
emotional lifeline for desperate parents fighting
to free the children they say have been wrongly
convicted. “Any time we receive the gifts from
my son I feel like he’s here with me, like he’s
come back home,” Chinh told AFP, clenching his
jaw to hold back tears.

His 35-year-old son Nguyen Van Chuong,
convicted of murdering a police officer a
decade ago, is one of a handful of prisoners
known to have made the artwork that is official-
ly banned on death row. The families suspect
they made the pieces with discarded plastic
bags passed on by fellow prisoners, shredded

and woven into figurines. They were once
smuggled out by prisoners released after serv-
ing their terms but relatives stopped receiving
them a few years ago, leading Chinh and other
parents to fear guards have cracked down on
the forbidden prison pastime.

They’re too scared to ask about the practice
during brief monthly visits closely monitored by
prison staff. But Chinh says the art still drives his
decade-long fight to free his son, who he insists
was nowhere near the scene of the crime he was
convicted of. “When I see the animals, I know
somehow that my son is stable enough to create
these things, that he is mentally strong,” said
Chinh, sitting with a bag full of documents on his
son’s case. “They motivate our fight for justice.”

Leading executioner 
Little is known about Vietnam’s prison sys-

tem, but in a rare report last year the Ministry of
Public Security said 429 people were executed
between August 2013 and June 2016. That is an
average of 147 per year-putting Vietnam among

the world’s top executioners along with China
and Iran.  Details about prison conditions are
scarce and media access heavily restricted. But
the law requires death row inmates to be held in
solitary confinement and monitored around the
clock.  Prisoners deemed “dangerous” have one
foot shackled for most of the day, released only
for 15 minutes to bathe inside their cell, where
they also eat and use the toilet.

“In many cases, acts of torture, coupled with
the denial of medical care, have resulted in
deaths in custody that are almost never investi-
gated by the authorities,” Andrea Giorgetta
from International Federation for Human Rights
(FIDH) told AFP. The MPS report said 36 death
row inmates died behind bars between 2011
and 2016, without saying how. 

In letters to his family, Chuong said he was
tortured in custody: hung upside down and
naked with a dirty sock in his mouth and beaten
during interrogation. Police electrocuted his

genitals and prodded him with needles until he
confessed under duress, he wrote. Vietnam’s
foreign ministry rejected allegations of torture
as “false information” in a statement to AFP and
said it does not do anything to harm the “honor
and dignity” of inmates.

Determined to fight 
Relatives of the death row artists say their

work offers a necessary diversion from con-
stant fear of execution.  Prisoners are given lit-
tle notice before their execution, which since
2010 has been carried out by lethal injection.
Before then, inmates were awakened before
dawn, given a final meal and a cigarette, tied to
a post and shot by five officers, with one final
“humane shot” to the head, according to a 2016
report by the Vietnam Committee on Human
Rights.  Today locally manufactured drugs are
used to kill prisoners, though advocates com-
plained of inhumane deaths after a man report-
edly took two hours to die in 2011.

It’s an unimaginable end for the families who
refuse to give up hope their sons will one day
be freed. Nguyen Thi Loan has sent more than
1,500 letters to the government proclaiming the
innocence of her son Ho Duy Hai, 32, and gave
up her land, home and job as a vendor to fight
for his release. “I’m determined to seek justice
and fairness for Ho Duy Hai until my last
breath,” she said of her son who was jailed over
the murder of two women in 2008.

His scheduled execution was called off at the

11th hour in 2014 by the president, raising hopes
his case could be reopened. In his earlier years
in prison, Hai sent shrimp, fish and miniature
horses as gifts to his lawyers, former teachers
and relatives. But she hasn’t received one in
years and fears jailers have banned the practice.
“Making those gifts didn’t harm anyone. Why
won’t they let my son do it?” she told AFP in
tears. Supporters hope to raise awareness about

Hai’s case through his artwork, which was put
on display alongside Chuong’s pieces earlier this
year at an underground show by activist artist
Thinh Nguyen.  He started collecting the pieces
from families years ago after he met them out-
side government offices calling for their sons’
release.  “When I put these animals on show,
their stories are known,” Thinh said. “I look at
these and I see a lot of hope.” — AFP

Death row art: A rare glimpse 
inside Vietnam’s secret jails

A collection of intricately crafted animals and flowers made by Nguyen Van Chuong, an inmate on Vietnam’s death row, in Hanoi.
This picture shows Nguyen Truong Chinh display-
ing intricately crafted gifts made from plastic
bags by his son and death row inmate Nguyen
Van Chuong, during an interview with AFP at his
home in Hai Duong. — AFP photos

Nguyen Truong Chinh displaying intricately craft-
ed animals made from plastic bags by his son.

Nguyen Truong Chinh displaying portraits of his son
and death row inmate Nguyen Van Chuong during
an interview with AFP at his home in Hai Duong.

Vietnamese artist Thinh Nguyen displaying intricately crafted animals and flowers made by inmates on
Vietnam’s death row at his studio in Hanoi.

Botanical Garden show highlights
O’Keeffe’s Hawaii paintings

Karen Daubmann of the New York Botanical Garden holding the
exhibition catalog with a pink ornamental banana on the page, for
the “Georgia O’Keeffe: Visions of Hawai’i” exhibition. — AP photos

An installation view of the exhibit 
“Georgia O’Keeffe: Visions of Hawai’i.”An installation view of the exhibit “Georgia O’Keeffe: Visions of Hawai’i”.

Photo provided by the New York Botanical Garden shows a light by Mark Chai and is part of the
exhibit “Georgia O’Keeffe: Visions of Hawai’i.”


