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Introduction

Crer forty years after her death, the work of Frida Kahlo has enjoved a msurgence,
particulariy since the publication of her biography in 1983, What was the source
and meaning of Kahlo’s pr.:ﬂs.?exfm and often disturbing irnagery? In this thesis
explore the symbols of Kahle in the context of the major influences that ins pired
her pamtings.
T important art movements, realism and surealism, prowide a framework for my
mwestgation. [t has beenargued (by Breton for example) that Kahlo's work belongs
to the swrealist camp. Herrera, her 1933 biographer, disputes this saying that she
was a surrealist discovery rather than a surrealist,
InChapter | I discuss realism’ and 'surealism’ a5 moverments inart with reference
to the difference between penetmbility of meaning and privacy of meaning in the
work of Kahlo. A Freudian mterpretation is used to examine her use of
dismembered body parts, a feature of a number of her works.

Chapler 2 examines a number of major influences in Kahlos work. These
influences inciude her relationship with her father, her relationship with Rivera, her
husband, and the physical pain she had to endure following her homific steetcar
accident.
InChapter 3 | present an inferpretation of eleven of Kahlo's works. These works
span the 1930z and 40s and provide us with her response fo periods of emotional
and phrsical upheaval
Inthe Conclusion [ compare and contrast surealist art and Mesican art in the
contextt of Kahlo's work. Teonclude with the proposal that the philosophical concept

‘sxistentialism’ 15 the most useful definition of the work and life, of Frida Kahlo
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Ch. 1 Realism, Surrealism, Freud and Kahlo

Realism
The term Realism' m art referred originally to a movement which be gan around the
rotd 13th century in France. The peasant and labourer were depicted witha
revererce previousiy only shown to the anistocracy. Realism sought to emulate the
henest todl of a disappearing class. Kahlo engaged in a similar kind of emulation of
images from Mezcan Indian cultwe. Rivera, Kahlo's husband and renowned mural
painter, destred to produce anart with "an obvious social msonance”!, as realist art
in the tventieth century attempted to reflect society back to itself in an accessible
manner. Cultural svmbols were part of the mural paintings of her husband Rivera
and were of great importance to Kahlo in her paintings. Such work was ‘real' in that
tt provided conventional meanings for the objects represented, meanings drawn
from the cultural malien of the penod in which the work was camied out, orof a
pertod which the artist wished to emulate.
Kahlo used her own face and body as core themes in her paintings in msponse to
the powerful and pamful awareness of her body imposed by a homific streetcar
accident in her late feens. Eecause of this accident she was alone and bedndden for
long peneds of time. She used her own image to illustrate what was happening to
her.

"From that time {when the accident happened ) my obsession was to begin

again, painiing things justas Isaw ther with my own eyes and nothing
H.L’-JIE 'z

"] paint m":el because [am 5o often alone and because [am the subject |

know hest. "
Az a sonialist, Kahle wanted to overcome the idea of High Art and produce an art
forthe masses. She was a fniend of Tmtsky. One of the last photographs of her,

454, showed her demeonstrating against the C 1A led coup in Gautemala.

Yar, Briony Barchalor, David Wood, Paul 1993253
¥k quoted @ Tasehen Jaa3:1g
“Kalb quored m Tasehen | 1993:27






She related her own life and work to the culture of the common people of Mexico.
She wore Indian clothing. With Rivera she collected Aztec pre-C olumban sculpture.
whe drew onsymbols from Mezican Popular art and pre € olumban culture. She also
drew on the stylistic vernacular of retablos, votive painting of Christian saints and
MArtyTs .

Her depiction of herror also had roots in the black humeour evident in Mezican

cuiture at the time.

Talks about Kahlo's black humonr, characteristically Mexican that relishes
horror and laughs at death, such as their Day of the Dead where they make
edible sugar coffine and skeletons and give them to friends with their friends
narne across the forehead. These are edible and they joke and laugh about
thetr own deaths and tell outrageous jokes about dving. Kahlo had humour
like hope. Like hope this had helped her to survive her embattled life. "

Kahio used life like detail in the syrobols that she chose. The disturbing feature of
her work is how she portraved these symbols away frorm their everyday context in

order to heighten the emotional effect:

“The objects are eztracted from their normal envirnment and put into a
different environment. Here we see a distortion of true life realism. For
Kahlo 1t was more mportant for her to reproduce her emotional state in a
distillation of her reality that she had experienced than to meord an actual
sttuation with photographic precision s

According to Taschen, penetrability of meaning in Kahlo's use of symhols prevents

us from defiming her work as surrealist”
"she refers to iradiions which, however surreal they mav strike the
Eurspean, coniinue io flourish in Mexican daily life even today. But
although many of her works contain surreal and fantastical elements, they
cannct be called Surrealist, for in none of them does she entirely free herself
of reality. Her messages are never impenetrable orillogical. Factand fiction
fuse in her worke, as inso many Mexican works of art, as two components
of one and the same reality "¢

YHerrers, Hayden 1953:187
STaswlen 199335

PTamhen , Benedilr 1993:20
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Surrealism

As against the depiction of social reality found in Realism Swealism in art
emerged as a reaction to asocial world that had ecently plunged itself into the
devastation of the First World War. Gombrich described Swrrealism as concerned
mostly with dreams, nighimares and neurctic symbols 7 Relying on Freud's notion

of the subconscisus, swealists e ected the waking world for the private symbols of
the dream world using techniques such as awtomatic drawing and automatic writing
as well as dream images. As Klee putit, art cannot be planned hut must be allowad
ic emerge and develop.

The name Surrealism was coined in 1924 to express the desire of up and coming
artists 1o go beyond copying reality. This involved becoming childlike or evensilly
for somme, while others searched science to explore the primitive psyches. The
writings of Sigmund Freud provided inspiration to the Surrealist movement, namely
1t waking thoughis had o be numbed in owder to allow the child and the savage
come to the swface. [ was this analysis which led the surrealists to the belief that
logical mason can preduce science but carmet create art. Dreams, Freuds 'via regia’
fo the unconscious®, provided landscapes for the new art movement. The mental
states that gave Coleridge his Kubla Khan, an elaboration of images of real things,
were sought by the surealists. Dali's ‘A ppanition of face and fruit-bow! ona beach’
presents what i apparently a landscape, but upon closer ezamination reveals the
head of a dogas a mountain, and its eve as aturmel. This landscape sits ona table
on whicha fruit bowl also acts as the forehead of aface. These dieam like elements,
uniike those of Mezican Indian art, are private to Dali, the images of one artists
dream rather than the images of the myths of atrite.

Allied to Freud's emphasis on the subconseious, surealism alzo shared his
chsession with sexuality. Breton insists on the cenfral position of ems in swrealism

in his infroduction to the Infernational Sunealist Exhibition of 1959

‘Combrick, E.H. 1689:472
FGombrick, E.H, 1939471
#Jones, Ernest, 1357:300






“One might add that, over and above their extrene dispanity of means and
appearance, what in general characterises and qualifies any works of art as
surrealist is, first and foremost, their erotic implications. 10

Breton quotes Bataille on the conflict between social prohibition and desire which
“urges us to viclate it". This anxdety or conflict is part of the inner experience of
eroticism. This highlights the difference between human eros and animal sesuality
in that human emticism "is that part of man’s consciousness which calls his own

being mto question.” This prohibition was central to Freud's Totern and Taboo

which emphasises social control of sexual behaviour in all societies, in parficular in
relation to tncest. The power of the taboo rests in having no reason or explanation
heyond itself 1 The boundary between private and public in the area of eroticism, is
prudence. Swrrealism breaks this boundary in favour of frankness:

" Itis indeed only at this price (of speaking frankly and avoiding prudery)

that emticism, mscued from shame, canclaim the gh place to which it is
entitled "12

‘The Two Fndas'and "What the water gave me' are examples of what could be
described as 'surrealist’ paintings, relying on images that belong to the
subconscious’ of the pamnter. As surrealism rebelled against the ‘reality’ of the
brutality of the sotial and political world that had given us the First World War,
Kahlo rmhelled against the 'mality’ of her own pain, both physical and emotional. As
surrealist work, the mearung of much of the symbolism is private fo the artist and

viewer 13 removed froma particular time or place.

thy

YWEreron, Andrs “Tnroducdon 1 the Internationsd Swrealist Exchibition [1959]" in Plerre, Jose, od. 1992:170
Uromes Froest, 1957270

Yorron, Andre op siti71
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Freud
Freud hypothesized that the female recognised atan early age her castration but also
rebelled against this state of affairs. One possible response to this, according to
Freud 15 to cling to the hope of getting a penis:
" That hope becomes her life's aim; and the phantasy of beinga man n spite
of everything often persists as a formative factor over long pertods. This

'masculinity complex’ m women can also result in 2 manifest homose zual
choice of object "13

In "Self Portrait with Cropped Hair" Kahlo is weaning Rivera's suit. She has no
hreasts. She is holding a scissors near her crotch, a Freudian symbol of castration.
she 15 resoriing fo her ‘masculinity complex’; her feminine self has been abandoned
b Rivera. Now she is abandoning elements of her feminine self.

Freud refers fo the 'uncarmy’ in relation to dismembered limbs in drears. The
uncanny, or the unhomely 1s “that which is secretly familiar and has been
repressed.” 14 What is repressed, accomding to Freud, is the fear of castration.
Dismembered body parts featurs in a number of Kahlo's paintings: "Henry Ford
Hospital" 1932 shows a pelvis, a symbol of relevance to childbirth, "My
Grandparents, my parents and [". 1936 shows a foetus connected to her mothers
dress by ared artery, "Memory of the Heart" 1937 shows a heart lying on the
ground, "Two Fridas" 1939 shows exposed hearts external fo the body, "Self
Fortrait dedicated to Dr. Eloesser" 1940 shows her earring as a hand and a
dismembered hand holds a banner, "Self Porirait with the Portrait of Doctor Farill”
1951 shows her paletie as a heart.

To what degree was Kahlo aware of the meaning of her symbels? To what degres
did she display an aw areness of Freudian interpretation? She had some familiarity
with the works of Freud. Her work "Moses,” painted in 1945, was inspired by

Freud’s book "Moses the Man and Monotheistic Religion.”

LPrend, Siomynd On S mslitr 1376
147w Briony On Abstract Art, 199790







Ch. 2 Influences on Kahlo's work

Father
Kahl> was introduced to art by her father, a portrait photographer, through painting
excursions and in touching up photographs. Many of her self-portraits ar like
photographic poses. As poses they eflect not only her external likensss but also act
as snap-shots of her thoughts and feelings through the addition of symbols.
"hen she was old enough, her father shared with her his interest in
archaeclogy and art and *aught herto use a camera and to develop, retouch
and colour photographs. . . . The stiff formality of her father’s portraits
affected her approach to pnmaxtum Acknowledzing the link between his art
and her own, Kahlo once said that her paintings were like the photographs

that her father did for calendar illustrations, only mstead of painting outer
reality, she painted the calendars that were inside her head, gt

Herearly work reflected 19th Century Mezican portraiture with its Euwropean
influences. Her "Self-portrait ina Yelvet Dress” 1926, and "Portrait of Alicia
Galant” 1927 with " gloomy art nouveau background "6, are examples of this style.
This stvle differed greatly from her use of background to depict emotion and
meaning in her later works
Kahlo idolised her father. At the bottom of her "Portrait of my father" 1951 she
wrode the followmng dedication:
"1 painted rmy father Wilhelm Kahlo, of Hungarian-German origin, artist-
photographer by profession, inc haracter generus, intelligent and fine,

valiant ber'm.ﬁ' he suffered for sizty years with szlepsy, but never gave up
working and fought against Hitler, with adoration, His daughter B.ahlo Ry

Suffering
Painting gave Kahlo a source of personal expression, a way of dealing withan
othervise unbearable reality. She gave her suffering form by putting images on it.

These images, in turm, extemalised this suffering. To find symbols by which we

Serrers ,pi%
o7y hen pid
17Ty a hen il
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imbue meaning on our experience is an existential quest and Kahlo conttnuously
sought images for which language was inadequate. Kahlo painted because she
needed to:

“The only thing [ know is that I paint because I need to, and I paint always
whatever passes through my head, without any other consideration "18

Kahlo presented the subjective meaning of her work when she applied for the 1940

ugzenheim Foundation Fellowship:

"For twelve vears my work consisted of eliminating everything that did not
come from the internal lyrical motives that impelled me to paint Since my
subjects have always been my sensations, my states of mind and profound
reaciions that life has been producing inme, [ have frequently objectified all
thus in figures of myself, which were the most sincere and real thing that
could do inorder fo express what [ felt inside and outside of myself "1

Rivera

Fahlo's adoration of her father was echoed in her relationship with Rivera. & core

element of her identity thmughout her life was his presence orabsence. The

cllowing, from her dianes, mflects her obsessive love for Rivera:

"Rivera. beginning
Rivera constructor
Rivera. my chald
Rivera. my bndegroom
Rivera pamter

Eivera my lover
Rivera. ‘'my hushand'
Rivera my friend
Rivera. my father
Rivera. my mother
Rivera my son

Rivera |

Rivera universe
diversity in wruty

Why do Icall im My Rivera? He never was norever will be mine. He
helongs to himself “20

9% b quoted from Vogue inLowe, p6d
19 e, 3. 64
“UProm Kablo’s diwy quoted @ Taschen, p 76
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She depicts Riverain a number of her paintings. "Frida and Diego” 1931 depicts a
wedding photograph with Kahlo's petiteness exaggerated beside the corpulence of
Rivera. He is the painter in this work, holding a palette and brushes. “Portrait of
Rivera® 1937 i3 a simple likeness of Rivera against a blue background, without
additional symbolistn, perhaps attempting to capture a man now unfaithful in his
love for her Rivera is also depicted on the locket held in the hand of the Mexican
Kahlo in "The Two Fridas” 1939 that connects the two hearts of the two Fridas bya
red artery.

“Self-portrait as a Tehuana' 1943 depicts Rivera on her forehead. Her head dress
cornes froma region inSouthwest Mexzico which had a matrarchal tradition, The
painting reflects not only her oheession with Rivera but also her inner matiarchal
strength following years of pain and sorrow. "Riveraand Kahlo 1929-1944" 1944
depicts Kahlo and Riveraas two halves of one face. As two halves of one being this
double porirait for Rivera's birthday depicts the sun and moon, the scallop and snadl.
Rivera is painted as a baby with the forhead ave of wisdom in "Moses” or
"Mucleus of Creation” 1945, She depicted Rivera, again with the eve in his
forehead, as a baby in her hands, both held ina landscape of cacti which is held by
the earth goddess in " The love embrace of the universe, the earth (Mexico), myself,
Rivera and Sefior Xolotl" 1949, Rivera had previously depicted Kahlo as his mother
and he as aboy in "Sunday Afterncon Dieam in Alameda Park” 1947

"Rivera and I" 1949, painted when he was once again having an affair with another
wornan, depicts Rivera on her forehead with the eve of wisdom on Rivera's
forehead. In Asiathe centre of the forehead is believed to be “the third eye of
wisdorn” 2! This painting dees not try to deprecate Rivera for the misery he caused

Kahle, misery evident in her unbraided hair, but instead idolises him,

“1pfleter, Erika World of Frids Kablo p 22






Ch.3 Eleven Works of Kahlo

“HenryFord Hospital® 1932
Inthe panting "Henry Ford Hospital" Kahlo depicted her experience of the loss of
her second baby. She had already lost one child. Kahlo shows herself with tears
coming fromher eves and vet her face helds no emotion. She is alone, lying ona
heawily blood stained sheet on a metal bed in the centre of the painting. Her

cmach is still swollen from the pregnancy. Held in her left hand arm thres arteries
reminiscent of the urmbilical cord. These arteries connect three symbols over the
bed to three symbols under the bed. The central symbol over the bed is a male
foetus symbolising the absent baby. On the left is an imaginary model of a woman's
torso, and on the nght is a snail. Centrally under the bed is an inis, which was a gift
from Rivera fo Kahlo while in hospital. To the left is an autoclave for stenlising
surgical instruments. On the right is the pelvic bone.
Emption 1s expressed through the bleakness of the landscape. In the background we

see the Detroit skyline, where the event took place, with its industrial building on a
vast plain. The figure on the bed looks extremely vulnerable, alone, isolated and
without walls for protection.

"The impression of forlorness i reinforced by the desolate industrial
landscape on the honizon, against which the bed appears to float. “22
Inthis drearnlike painting, the bed dominates as it did in her experience of this
rent. The eniarged bed reflects the powerful emotions of the event. This mrminds
me of Massaceio's expulsion from the Garden of Eden in which he used elongated
arms 1o empower the somow of Eve. Kahlo sought to imbue meaning on the pain of
her miseartiage through distorting the proportions of the bed and through the bleak
Detroit horizon line. To achieve this, she named the symbels that were important to

herin this event, a thempeutic exerise. She nared these symbols, not by word, tut

by picture. By naming them, she gained power over them. By painting them she put

“TTashen, 1993:37
?
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"Henry Ford Hospital™ 1932
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the event outside of herself. By juxtaposing the inner landscape of emotion with the
outer landscape of reality she conveyed the ‘alism’ and Swurrealism’ of her

gxperience.

"MyBirth™ 1932

"My Eirth" was painted at the tire of the death of Kahlo's mother She had returned

from Detroit to Mezico to be with her dying Mother. After her mother's funeral she

Y retumed to Riverain Detroit, he described her as “spent with grief"?s having
- waiched her mother die.
"My Birth” is an incredible image of childbirth, a radical painting subject at that
time. The bed inthe painting was her mother’s bed where she and her sister Cristina
were hoth born. The painting shows us the antists view of how she imagined she
was born2* It followed the therme of birth and death previcusly represented in "The
Henry Ford Hespital” painted shortly before.
The infant’s large head is emerging from between the mother's spread legs. The
child is Kahio with typically heavy eyebrows that meet at the centre. There is a pool
of tlood where the childs head hangs down onthe sheet. The head of the mother is
covered by a cloth. This may be areference to the death of her mother while she
was working on the picture. It may also refer o the emotional unavailability of her
meother and the fact that Kahle appeared to have a poor honding with her mother.
Above the bed on the wall is a painting of the Virgin of Somrows, bleeding and
weeping, piered by swords. The Virgin of Somows embodies the sormow of both
woren, mother and daughter. Her mother witnessed her first lovers suicide. After

Fahios birth she became il and at the same time the family lost the source of their

1

wealih with the fall of the government. Her mother remained in poor health

~

throughout herlife. 4z a msult, Kahlo had a wet muse, which she depicted in the
painting "My murse and [" a painting which shows her receiving milk fom a

3

masked native woman, but without eve contact or affection.

® “Rivers quoted in Hemers 1923
“Hrida quond in Herrera 1953157
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"My Birth" 1932
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Herreraquoted Kahlo as saying that the Virgin of Somows was present as part of
her memeory rather than for symbolic purposes 25 It was remembered from her

Foman Catholic childhood. Her mother was very religious

"My mother was hysterical about religion. %We had to pray before meals."26
However the image is more than incidental furniture in this painting. Insucha
contexd it reflects the pain and vulnerahility of womanhood and childbirth.

While this painting is realist in its images, the dead mother', giving birth is
surrealist, depicting meaning that is rooted in the unconscious of Kahlo, like a bad

dream.

"My Dress Hangs There " or " New York™ 1933
This 15 the only collage in the complete works of Kahlo. Depicting American
Capitalism, it i filled withsymbels of modem American industrial society. Ka
grew tired of American society. Rivera, however, mmained fascinated by the
country and did not want to leave. She began working on this painting in America
during this time of disagreement between herself and Rivera. She completed the
work later in Mezico.
Inthe middle of the painting hangs Kahlo's Tehuana costume surrounded by sky
scrapers. This dress on ifs hanger is suspended from a blue line or ibhon. By
hanging an empty dress she is possibly saving 'l am not here, ordon't wish to be
here'. There is alot of emotional power around the symbol of the empty dress. She

aiso used this symbol in other works to show her anguish. The blue line is attached

to a toilet seat ona large pedestal, at one end, and to a gold trophy on another
pedestal at the otherend on the right. This mocks the American obsession with
competitiveness and goal orientated precccupation.

"1t s frritating that the most important thing for everyone in Gringolandia is
to have ambition, to succeed in becoming somebody and frankly [ no longer

25Frida quoted by Herrers 19331157
“Herrars pld
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My Dress Hangs There * or "New York" 1933
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have even the least ambition to be anyhody. I despise the conceit and being
the gran caca does not inferest me in any way."?”

She scorns big business, the church, Wall Street and Federal Hall in "New York”
Instead of steps leading up to Federal Hall she has glued a graph showing "Weekly
sales tn Millions". Three big tusinesses are presented like a wall. A black telephone
sits on the top of a skyscraper. Its wire runs inand out of the various buldings and
comnects themall together. Queues of people line the bottom of the painting
rerniscent of capitalism’s failure during the great depression. Under the dress am
queues of soldiers from the First World War

On the right of the painting a garbage can overflows with waste; hot water bottle,
dawsies, bottles, a toy, a blood stained cloth, entrails, something that looks like a
human heart and a bloody human hand. The film star Mae Westis ona large
billboard nezt to the church which has a dollar sign onits windew. & film star
reprezents vamty, glamour and illusion. Underneath the billboard there is a massive
fire raging. In the background is the Statue of Liberty. There is akso a large
steamzinp coming into the Harbour symbelising immigration ina country built by
irmmigrants.

Kallo is presenting a conflict in this collage. Rivera, who idealised Mexican cultue
and communismm, 15 also enamoured by the money he can make in America. But
her meaning frame of images, drawn from Mezican Indian culture, did not rest easy
inanimpersenal New York in 1923 She distrusted the 'American dream’ and
idealized communism {"Marzism will give health to the sick” 1954 "Frida with
stalin® 1954).

The political statement in "My Dress" makes it realist. Its humour, by paralleling a
toilet bowl with a trophy heighten both the staterment and its realism But the
arrangement of images by use of collage &= sumeal Collage, a frequent technique of
swrrealist artists, forces a sense of unity onelements that are not coherent in
geographuc place or visual perspective and this coherence empowers the disparate

wmages with new meaning, makine a nolitical statement of them
(= S - ¥

“TPrila quoted in Herrera 1983172
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" A few little pricks” 1935

InDecember 1933 Riveraand Kahlo retumed to Mexico. She had yeamed for her
homeland and was ready to begin work. Her health forced her back into hospital
and yetanother pregnancy had to be terminated. In 1935 she produced "4 few little
pricks". It represents the visual transcript of a newspaper report about a woman
murdered in anact of jealousy. The murderer stabbed his girifriend to death. He
defended his actions before the judge with the words hut is was only a few little
pricks”.

This 15 a gruesome painting depicting the killer, the victim and the murder Weapoh
in the immediate aftermath of the murder. He stands over the dead victim who is

igring naked on the bed. Her body 5 covered with bloody knife wounds. Ther

ft‘-

i3
bicod on the bed, on the knife, on the shirt of the killer and on the floor. The blood
even extends out onfo the frame of the picture. These splashes of blood emerging
onte the frare engage the viewer converting the two dimensional painting into
three dimensions made by a trail of blood. The painting portrays the total
powerlessness of the victim, of the hunter and the nted.
Atthe top of the painting are two bimds, one black, the other white, depicting the
duadity of life and death echeed in many of her paintings. They hold in their beaks
the narme of the painting i Spanish. The bed is the only pisce of furniture.
Kahlo explained the casual stance of the muderer in the painting to a friend by
saying that it was “because in Mexico killing is quite satisfactory and natural” 2

J 3

dded that she had needed to paint this scene because she felt a sympathy with

l'.-“'A

the rmrdered woman since she herself "had come close to being murdered by

life"29,

vuinerable and naked. She was consciows of her motives for painting this picure
She consciously chose a murdered woman to depict her self and how she felt she

was being treated by life. At the time of this painting Rivera had embarked upona

b Fr’lﬂ a |iT!l_,T)-!1 1}“’ Herrara 1983113 i
“¥rila quotad in Herrera 1383:18
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love affair with Kahlo's younger sister Cristina. The depiction of a mutitated body
has a powerful impact on the viewer. Kahlo made such imagery her trademark.

The casual stance of the man reflects the attitude of the murderer in court. It may
also reflect Rivera’s attitude to abandoning Kahlo. The blood on the frame hreaks
with the traditionally sharp separation between frame and picture, and breaks the
boundary of the painting, carrying it into the world of the viewer. This heightens the
imnpact of the paimting. Kahlo is using the trutal murder as an allegory for her inmer
woundedness, her feminine wulnerability, her powerlessness. All the dead woman's
power has been faken by this emotionless man. This is a statement about the
vulnerability of woman's sexual identity in relation to man. This psychelogical

component gives the pamiing a surreal feeling.

" Memory of the Heart” 1937

Inthe "Memory of the Heart” Kahlo depicts herself with her hair tightly cropped at
ihe centre of the painting. Her hroken heart lies at her feet disproportionately larger
than the ceniral figure. This painting depicts her ongoing heartbreak at Rivera's
affair with her sister. There iz a hole in her chest where her heart should be. The
hele s plerced by a woodenspear. A small cherub sits on the heavier end of #
spearand asmaller cherub sits onthe lighter end as if they are playing seesaw.
This may represent black humour at her own plight.

There are tears streaming down her face . But, as inall her self portraits, the face is
emciioniess. Herright foot i3 onthe ground and the other foot n the ocean. Her
right foot wears a nommal shoe. On her left foot, the foot that suffered in the
accident, 15 a shoe in the shape of a sailing boat. She is without arms or hands
possibly signifying her sense of helplessness in the face of Rivera's unfaithfulness

T

er abandonment was explained in Rivera's autobiography:

"If Tloved a woman the more [loved her the more [ wanted to hurt her.
Fnda was most obviously a victim of this disgusting trait, "3

s, 3 T §
““Enrers in Herrera 1983123
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This pamting is about the pain of loving, the brokeness of her heart, a physical as
well as anemotional pain. Physical wounds are symbols for emotional or
psychelogical wounds.

This painting is also an example of duality, so evident throughout her work. In the
painting she is linked with the Tehuana dress which hangs over the uncertain ccean
while the arm from the modern dress is adrift, not cormected to her. This duality
represents a departure from the world of the heart to the world of dreams, of images
whose origing are found in the ancient culture from which the Tehuana dress is
dertved. Her idenity and her heart have been defined by her relationship to Rivera
Sheis leaving this heartland and setting out on an ezploration of her own identity,
including her sexuality. Her cropped hair, also in her Self-portrait with Cropped
Hair", 1940, in which she depicts herself with male sexuality, weanng a man’ suit
while her beawtiful tresses fall around her, is possibly an expression of her
bisexuality. Her identity is so bound in relationstip to men, namely her father and
Rivera, that she wants to liberate herself from the feminine and seek an identity

beyond these restrictions.

" Seif Portrait with Monkey™ 1938

In Mezican mythelogy the menkey is the patron of the dance, and is also asymbol
of lust and promiscuity. In the background we see leaves, plants and cacti of
Mezico. Kahlo looks very sophisticated in this painting. Her neck is long, the
mouthis resy red and slightly pouted. Her hairis ina braid on the top of her head
and ther is a green tone mized in with the darker colour of her hair. She is wearing
a bone necklace. Around herneck is the amn of the monkey, fts hand resting lightly
on her shoulder. Arcund the monkey's neck is a green nibbon. The monkey is her
comparion and friend. Its eves are seulfil and tender

4 red artery or ribbon holds the necklace together at the point at which the curved

bone 13 broken. The strands of the cactus are entwined and placed at the hack of her

hand. Thev seem to float in the air. Her dark hairis as sharp contrast to the whiteness
of the cacti hair The vine leaves look as if they have a fine hair on them too, and

16
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she paints the veins on the leaves as if translucent. The sky is almost completely
covered by ve getation except fora small patch of grey blue on the left. The colour
of the vegetation is an autumnal yellow green. The only bright colour is on her lips
and the sting or artery which holds the bene necklace together

This is a haunting and beautiful piece of work. There is a visual similarity between
Fahlo’s head, the monkey's head and the foliage in the background in their apparent
softness and caressability. Here we see an image of an independent woman
reinforced by herexpression. There is no emotion shown inthe face. Infact she
looks ferminine bui defiant. She reinforces this image by wearing the bone necklace
possibiy pre Columban. The syrbols in this pﬁinﬁng are identifiable, it whatis
the meaning of the painting and its images? The monkey as a symbol of lust
prowides a possible clue to the work. Kahle is expressing her own sexual impulse in
the rmdst of fertile and lush growth. She is free from Rivera to express a
seualityizensuality which hitherto she had saved only for him. The painting
expresses an independence and strength that has overcome the hurt expressed so
vividiy in "A few little pricks” and "Memory” while the broken bone depicts the

memory of that pain

" What the wvater gave me” 1933
“What the waler gave me" was the painting that Andre Breton used to illustrate his
Essay on Kahlo, inhis beok Swrealism and Painting.

Lewy provides us with Katilo's description of this painting:

"It's quite ezplictt. It 15 an image of passing time. She mndicated, for one
thing that was about tme and childhood games and the sadness of what had
happened to herin the course of her life. Dwams as Kahlo giew older, were
all of them sad. The chuld's deams werm happy. As a child she played with
toys inthe bathtub. She had dreams about thern. The painting’s images relate
i her bathtub games. And now she looks at herself in the bathtub, and as
with backward dI‘F'ianb all her dreams have tumed to asad ending. bhu
also uzed to talk a lot about masturbating in the bathtub. And then, she
talked about the perspective that is hm?n m this painting. Philos nphlc'ﬂ

her idea iz about the tmage of yourself that you have hecause you do not see
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your own head. The head is something that is looking, but not seen. It is
what one carmes around to look at life with "st

Lowe describes "What the Water Gave me" as Kahlo's most convincingly Surrealist
image:
"Nowhere 15 Kahlo's imagination more completely uninhibited norscale less
relevant, nowhere does illogic reign more blatantly, nor do the imaginary
and the real mingle more wividly than in this image. . . Kahlo presents forms
with double meanings: a cluster of black, viney growth mirmics pubic hair;
the conch symbolizes, as it has traditionally, labia;"s2
This bizame statermnent draws on various other works done by Kahlo. Taschen points
out sources for individual elements which are presented as a collage of events from
Kahlo's life depicted in previcus and later works. The blood dropping from artenes
at the overflow is reminiscent of the later " Two Fridas”. The skeleton is also found
inher "Four inhabitants of Mexico City” 1938, The image of two ferrale nudes with
lesbian overtones is also found in "Two nudes in the Forest” 1939 The conch, the
syrbol for the labia, is also found in the later work "Rivera and Kahlo 1929-1944"
19494, The work also includes influsnces from other artists, from the bird in Bosch
" The ganden of delights’, leaves from Ermst' " The Nymph Echo”
Itis a sureal fantasy using realist symbols. The vieweris introduced into a non-
rational world which is dominated by intuition. As in a lot of her works, the earth
eatures strongly. She reflects back to us, a viewer without a head looking out.

-

hiere is a sort of magic about this ritual of not seeing the seer, or the self. A reality

=]

as perceived by her unconscious mind that could be called surealist, bevond the
reality of conscious experience.

4 central figure in "What the water gave me” is her father. Itis interesting that
Rivera is absent from this work which depicts so many elerents of her life. Perhaps
the presence of her father in the painting was sufficient to displace Rivera, who, at

thiz tire was largely absent from Kahilo's life.

e Levyquoted in Harrera, 1923:259¢60)
Fowe, Barahm. Frida Kablo
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" Two Fridas™ 1939
Fahlo painted the "Two Fridas’ for the international Surmalist exhibition in Mezico
City in 1940. She was working on the painting, her first big picture, whenshe
received news that Rivera was insisting ona divorce. She completed it after the
divorce.
There are two fill length self portraits in this painting. The Mexzican Kahlo dressed
inher Tehuana Dress, the Kahlo that Rivera loved, holds a locket sized pictue of
Rivera. This locket is now inthe Kahlo museum in Mezico city. The other Kahlo
looks more European, wearing a Victorian dress:
"Kahlo 1s said to have remarked on the identities of The two Fridas: one was
the oelt that FIVPI"i once loved and the other, the one he no longer loved "
The two Fndas hold handn as 1f comforting each other. Both the hearts are expose
showmg pain m love. The background is baren, a grey and white twbulent sky.
Thiz pamting presents a duality of two selves. Both are beawtifil in their own nght..
Fivera has control of both hearts through the artery linking them to his picture. [s
the European Kahlo the artist who is searching beyond the houndaries of cultural

tdentity? Is this an unconscious representation of this division by Kahlo? Her he art,

hru love i3 :tranﬂhnu herneck. The white wir gmal gown is blood statned, like the

blood stained sheet in "Henry Ford Hospital" after the lhqa of her b‘ib'? symbolising
the losz of Rivera. She is using a surgical clamp to contro! the bleeding. Has she
regained control of her feminine beauty? She is strong, her head is dignified. From
this point on, she paints in order to earn her own income and no longeraces pls any

financial aid from Fivera:

"Iwill never accept meney from any man il [ die "3

This independence is mflected in her dual self representation, a dualit iy expressing

fo]

her owL atternpt to reconstruct herself in the wake of Rivera’s rejection:
*Kahlo is not rmerely expressing aspects of her personality but constructing
alternative selves, creating her own personas. s

“Lowe, p 59

*Trida quoted in Tasehen 199352
=L =

““Lows p 53
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As achild, Kahlo had an imaginary friend whom she visited by travelling through
an imaginary door which she created by blowing a fog on glass and drawing a
square inthe fog. She found great joy in her imaginary friendship and in two Frida’s
she again seeks this friendship, an inner transcendent self not bound by harsh
reality. In order to re-enter the imaginary world, she needs the surrealist symbols to

guide her way.

" Self Portrait dedicated to Dr. Eloesser™ 1940
While many of Kahlo’s self-portraits show her wearing a necklace, in this painting
she wears a crown of thoms around her neck. The thorns are pricking her flesh and
are remiriscent of Christ’s crown of thoms. The thorns arm simultansously a pre
Columban symbol of esurection and mbirth and stand for the release of pain. On
herear she wears the earring that Picasso had made for her Drops of bleed drip
down her neck. There i no emetion shown in the face. The top of her head is
crowned in flowers and buds about to open. Her brown robe looks like a robe that
Christ would have worn. Itis the same colour as the foliage in the background.
There are amizture of leaves, bare branches and new buds about to open,
symbelising death, life and rebirth. At the bottom of the painting a hand shaped
trooch holds a ribbon on which she has wiitten:
"I painted my porirait in the year 1940 for Dr Eloesser my doctor and my
best fnend, with all love Kahlo".
Inthiz painting Kahlo presents herself as a martyr. The thoms are drawing blood.
Although her face appears grave and unemotional, the flowers and the new buds
giwe us asense of hope. Chnistian imagery is common in popular Mexican art,
particularly the theaincally bloody martyrs.
The Aztecs practised human sacrifice and punctured their own skinand ears to
draw blood so that cmps would flourish. Is Kahlo'’s blood similarly a source of
fertility in the painfing? The flowers on her hair symbolise the fertility of her mind

contrasted with the thoms of her broken body.
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A Christian interpretation provides a different emphasis. In the painting we see her

suffering, but not her vulnerability which is hidden behind a mask of control. Has

she replaced Christ with herself? To do sois to place herself among the icons of her
sciety. Eothendure triumph over suffering.

“ The Broken Column" 1944
By 1944 Kahio’s health had deteriorated to the point where she had to weara steel
corset In "The Eroken Column” aniconic column broken in several places stands
in place of her spine. 'I“ne body is opened down the front almost splitin half. It is
heid togeiher by comet which seems to be all that is holding the body
upright. The opening in the front of her body is similar to the openings in the earth
inthe tackground. The backgmund is astrange, bleak desert landscape. Mails are
sticking into her whele body. MNails through the hands and feet are a potent image in
Christianity. & sheet wraps her lower torso, another possible reference to C hristian
wconography.
This painfing is a dramatic expression of her painand suffering. She looks
though she would fall apart without the steel corset which imprisens her body. Her
naked breasts are beauiifully and perfectly shaped and full « ,umpamd to the
orokeness of the rest of her body. Her hair is loose and tears are flowing down her
heeks. She does not look to heaven for solace but confronts her pain by facing the
viewer head on. Her features are unflinching because she conveyed her emotion by
the use of symbols and wounds. The broken column has astrong impact on the
viewer. The physical torture and masking of pain together make this painting a
deeply unsettling pictwe. The spine has been mplaced by a permanent nin
If "The Ercken Colurn” had been painted by an antist withcomplete health it

wodd be s

l"l:l

en a5 surreal in portraying pain. But many of the irages inthe painting,
although sureal are explained by Kahlo's damaged spine and the pain it bore her

throughout her life. The images within this painting are penetrable because they are

realizt in their allegerical content. This 15 also their power
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" Tree of Hope, Keep Firm" 1946
This self portrait was done after an operation to have her spine strengthened.

"0 the big operationis behind me . . . | have two huge scars on my back in
this shape "3

“Tree of Hope" 15 a double self-portrait. On the leftis a vulnerahle Kahlo following
the operation. The wounds from the incision are openand bloody. She is wrapped
ina white sheet . Only her hair and the operated area of her back are exposed. She
15 lying on the hospital trolley. The background is a burnt desert landscape witha
searmng sun. The front of her bedy iz facing the sun. Her body looks weakened and
violated like the background earth.

The portrait on the right is sitting upright and courageous, gazing outat us. This is a
night scene illuminated by the moon. The message she holds written in red on her
flag mads "Tree of Hope Keep Firm". The Tehuana strong Kahlo holds acometon
her lap and the shoulders of the dress reveal two buckles resembling corset buckles.
The stmong Kahlo also needs the support of the corset. The Tehuana Kahlo as
companton to the wounded Kahlo makes us aware of her loneliness. Two selves,
one watching out for the other. She i both vulnerable and strong at the same time.
she has plared herself in a group of images that symbolically play out a cyclical
drama of Iife and death. The backgmund is tired and worn. The sunand moon, light
and dark, weak and strong, reflect the Aztec notion of the etemal war hetween light
and dark. In Aztec mythology the sun was fed by sacnificial human blood to
appease the white sun god Huitzilopochili, the personification of day, summer, the
south and fire. It's opposite i3 the black god of the set sun, the peronification of
night, winter, the north and water. The battle between these two forces ansures that
the world remains m equilibrium.

Surrealists were attracted to bizame and unusual forms in nature. The weak Kahlo
liez sleeping on a prehistoric haren landscape. She reveals herself responding to
nature. She caphues the abstract qualities of this desert hleached by the sun and

intense confrast of light and dark, something she shared with other surealists. Long
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sweeping grounds receding to distant horizons establishing a barren planar ground
as a sefting for the imagery. The light has an air of emptiness and loneliness. The
shrouded figure is almost like a phantom. The figures are more tensely painted than
the background. She identified strongly with these barmren landscapes. The weak
Iying Kahic is viewed from the back and naked at the waist. The strong Kahlo is
viewed from the front wearing adress. The difference reinforces the tension
between interior and exterior, the strong and vulnerable, the visible and the veiled.
"Looking inside herself, Kahlo found a barren and pain filled world that she
externalised in self portraits in which she inhabits landseapes stripped of

foliage, the earth rent with deep dry cracks, the sky stormy and
threatening "¥7

she 15 again playing on the duality theme which is a the core of so many works of
artand literature like J. Alfred Prafrock’s 'Letus go then, youand I'. Kahlo's vou
and [is her public and private self. Inthis painting her public idealised Mexican self
is presented with her broken daylight private self. The face of the private self is not

revealed tous.

T had wirk, Whitney1985:98
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Conciusion

Surrealism and Mezican Art

The work of Kahlo was called Surrealist by contemporary critics and artists from
the European tradition. She had much in common with the Surealist movement.
Her works have a swrrealist emphasis on pain. Her use of animals and plants to
represent emotional or psychic states are familiar to sumealists who painted hurnan
limbs sprouting branches and the hurran figure with an animal head.

Kahlo's need to show what lay inside led her to akind of painting in which the
telling of a personal story dominates. She chose the path of intense personal
exploration not unlike that of the swrealist artists.

Ey examining the work of Kahlo, however, one begins to understand the
differences between European art culture and Mexican art culture. Mexico had a
long tradition of magic in its art forms. This magic and related rituals were not
surrealist in the European sense, but ealist in so faras their meanings were held in
cotrnon by the people. European surrealists promoted privately intuited non-
rational images. Mexzican ant porirayed publicly understood non-rational images. As
a result, the meaning of Ewropean surmealist art is elusive sven to the artist, but
much of Kahlos work mrmmains penetrable to the viewer who takes the time to study
the context of her work.

The background Lo her self portraits in the 30s and 40s expressed her state of mind
and physical health. Landscape, more than facial expression, was used to depict her
phiysical and emotional state. The extemal landscape of her paintings reflected her
own mtemal landscape. Eleak landscapes depicted her sorrow at her miscamiage in
"Henry Ford Hospifal” 1932 and "My Birth" 1932, Bleak landscapes also depicted

P - I

her desolation at the betrayal of Rivera in "Merory of the heart” 1937, "Self-

T

portrait with Itzcuintli Dog” 1923, "The two Fridas” 1939 and "Cropped hair” 1940.

similady, she used bleak landscape to depict physical pain in " The Broken

4 HITT

Coluran” 1944, "Without Hope" 1945, "Landscape” 1946, "Tree of Hope, Keep

Fum" 1946 and "The wounded deer” 1946, In Wounded Deer' 1946, Kahlo
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expresses a magical death through the body of a stag, a mythological story. Her
transformmtion from human to animal is interwoven into a magical landscape, a
dream wond with realist perspectives
Backgrounds of rich landscape filled with luscious ve getation reflected a stronger
Kahlo ina number of her self-portraits of the late thirties and forties, "Self-portrait
with monkey” 1938 depicts Kahlo as sensuous and defiant against such alush
background. Brokeness is shown in the broken bone necklace. "Self-portrait
dedicated to Dr. Elcesser” 1940 presents similarly luscious growth. The necklace of
thorn producing blood from her skin, reminds us of her pain. The femininity
rejecied in "Cropped hair” re-emerged in "Self-portrait with Braid” 1941, following
her remarriage to Rivera. She is surrounded by vines with large leaves, her rich hair
is outlandishly traided. Her collar in this portrait is of sculpted bone pieces joined
by ared thread. In "Thinking about death” 1943 the background of the painting is
filied with leaves on thorny branches, a pre-H ispanic symbel peinting o rebirth
following death. She wears no necklace in this painting. The necklace featured inso
many of her portraits connected her to Rivera and to life.
"Me and my parrots” 1941, painted during her affair with portrait photographer
Nickolas Muray, whose work paralleled that of her father, lacks a background. The
absence of foliage may reflect the absence of Rivera from her heart by the
replacement of another man, also an artist in his own right. However, the absenc

vas never complete, as Muray's words ina later letter to Kahlo convey”

“Of the three of us there was only two of vou, [ always felt that. Your tears
told me that when you heard his voice. "as

“self-portrait with Monkeys” 1943, painted at atime when Kahlo gave painting
lessons in the Scheol of Painting and Sculpture, retums to the lush background with

the flower of a cactus opening like a flame.
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Ezstentialism
Underlying the work of Kahlo was a lifestyle that can best be described as
existentialist’. ‘Existentialism’ is a term used in philosophy to describe a state of
being which intensely examines the meaning of one's own existence. It insists on
the notion that as hurman beings we are constantly confronted with choices, no
rmatter what our circumstances.
Lowe emphasises the role of her broken body as central to Kahlo's identity. Her
existence as a broken body is the reason for her search for meaning:
"Yirtually all Kahlo's self-portraits navigate her ego ameng political, social,
and emotional structures: she conceives of herself as Mexican, female, and
physically damaged. Her portraits are plastic evidence of her will to
contextualize herself - they are testimony to her search for existential
meaning ina world of doubt. For Kahlo, neither ego nor personality define

her: 1t is the indisputable existence of her body, transmitted from mirror to
canvas, that bnings her closest to being "

Kahlo was trapped’ in her existence, an entraprent that was heightened by lengthy
periods na bedy corset confined to bed. Emotionally she was entrapped by her
idolairous refationship with Rivera. Yet within this entrapment, Kahlo made
chotces. She chose art as a means of making sense out of her world. She imbued her
corsel with meaning by painting it. She invested her isolation and confinement with
meaning through self pertraits to which she added cultural symbols. She was
actively involved in her own life. She imbued herzelf with an Indian identity based
on Mezican national conscicusness in the foment of post revolution Mexico.

This identification with her Indian past was part of her self-leconstruction that was
herlife’s work. The emergence and developrent of this Indian identity not only
helped herin the wake of her termble streetcar accident, but perhaps mome
impertanily and possibly morm poignantly gave her strength when Rivera

abandonad her for his model, her sister Christina.

3 e
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The existentialist life style emphasises authenticity in all actions. Kahlo's work
bears the hallmark of authenticity. She painted in orer to express what was mal to

her, not to fulfil the conventions of any art movement.

"They thought [ was a Surrealist, but I wasn't. [ never painted dreams.
painted my own reality " Kahlote

Kahlo's life dictated herart

"I'began to paint twelve vears ago, dunng my convalescence from an
automobile accident that forced me to bta? in bed foralmost a year. During
all these years | have worked with the .,puntme-dus impulse of my feelings. I
have never followed any scheol oranyone's influence. [ have not e::pected to
get from my work more than the satisfaction of the fact of painting itself and
of saying what I could not say in any other way."+

Eecause of her commitment to pamting her reality she never fully entered the
surrealist obsession with private subconscious images. Firstly, her understanding
had 1t roots 1n Mexican Indian culture. She acknowledged the importance of
history. Secondly, the painin her body forced her to recognise her anatomy, not
only as adirect source of experience, but also as a source of symbols for emotions.
=he acknowledged the impertance of her physical self or body. Thirdly, she was
aware of the mewer. Her socialism in politics espoused an art that was accessible o
the masses. Hence her symbols were drawn from within the cultures of ancient and
modern Mezaco, Indian and Western, symbols whose accessibility made them all

the more powerfill in their impact on the wiewer.

"I feel that the reason why Kahlo's work has sustained and has moved people
so much 15 because she pamted her own reality, her truth and what's more
imponant in any work of Art orany Life for that matter, her strength was m
her ability to show to herself and others the wilnerability of her physical
axistence, her contmuous pam.” 42

*0Frida quoted in Herrera 1983 266
Hrrida quoted In Herrera 1982288
4--Ix1egﬁ Eivers quoted in Billeter, Erita World of Eabb 310
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