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Press release  : Frida Kahlo y su mund o  

Nineteen canvasses, one etching and six drawings from Frida Kahlo, all from the 

Museo Dolores Olmedo, illustrate life and work of this exceptional artist.  

A forestaste of a large Mexico festival that starts on the 10 th  of February!  

16.01 > 18.04.2010  

 

Frida Kahloôs disconcerting gaze stares out from the Museo Olmedo collection, the worldôs 

largest (private) collection of her work . 19 paintings , an etching , six drawings , 

and a number of photographs bear witness to her brilliant contribution to the symbolis t 

and surrealist movements. And to her life, a hard one from the outset. A tragic bus 

accident at just 17 led to a series of operations throughout her life, at a time when 

medicine was just feeling its way. Several miscarriages and a turbulent married life  with 

Diego Rivera, the great painter of the Revolution, contributed to her worksô power and 

extraordinary beauty.  

 

The exhibition is organised in the framework of the Mexico Festival . Mexico celebrates a 

double anniversary in 2010: 200 years of independe nce and 100 years of revolution. On 

this occasion, the Centre for Fine Arts presents a large festival with art, theatre, dance, 

film, musicé from Mexico! (More info on www.bozar.be )  

 

 

Frida's unfathomable gaze  

 

Look at those eyes! You and I are incapable o f painting eyes like that." With his usual 

brilliance, Picasso immediately identified the core of the enigma of Frida Kahlo 

(Coyoacán, Mexico, 1907 ï1954). Two eyes of unfathomable black, reproduced in 55 self -

portraits, one third of her works, which, by tu rns, leave both artist and viewer 

nonplussed. A series of reflections with suggestions of a cry for help as well as of 

defiance, of both a lust for life and a death wish. They set the tone of the 19 canvasses, 

the drawings, and the lithograph that make up the outstanding collection of Eduardo 

Morillo Safa, a neighbour and friend of Frida Kahlo, which was acquired by Dolores 

Olmedo  at the request of Diego Rivera, the artist's husband.  

 

They present a summary of her artistic career , from one of her earliest p aintings, the 

Portrait of Alicia Galante  (1927), with its alabaster features that one might take to be 

the work of Modigliani, to the emblematic Self - portrait with  Small  Monkey  (1945). 

From the freshness of a newly -discovered talent ï Diego Rivera straight  away recognised 

"a vital sensuality further enriched by a pitiless, though sensitive, power of observation" 

ï to the brusque expression of a hypersensitive sincerity. Frida, in traditional costume, 

seems here to belong to the animal kingdom that surrounds  her, the little monkey that 

Diego gave her embracing her with his paws alongside the xoloitzcuintle, the hairless dog 

that is emblematic of Mexico's Nahuatl past, and a hunched pagan idol. And always that 

piercing gaze turned towards the spectator, feigni ng indifference.  

 

Frida Kahlo kept herself under constant observation, ever since the tragic bus accident  

in 1925  that left her ï with a broken spine, pelvis, and ribs  ï bedridden in a corset. A 

tragedy that underlay her painting and was a recurring theme in her works, as in the 

terrible Broken Column  of 1944. For nine months, a mirror placed over her bed  

reflected back the image of her own suffering. She seems to have learned much from her 

father , a German immigrant who was a professional photographer  and who passed 

on to her his sense of composition and skill in retouching.  

 

Some have also seen in all this the obsessive expression of a narcissism  permanently 

wounded by a mother  ï of mixed race, herself a painter with links to the surrealist 

movement  ï who rejected her at an early age. My Nurse and I  (1937) offers a 

terrifying vision of this: we see Frida Kahlo, with a fixed stare and the body of a baby, in 

the arms of a nurse with skin like volcanic rock and the face of an idol. Drops of mother's 
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milk stand  out on her voluptuous breasts, but do not penetrate the artist's inert lips. At 

the bottom of the painting is a scroll for a message like those of the ex -votos that appear 

on a wall of her Casa Azul  (Blue House) in Coyoacán, but no prayer is written on it . It is 

as if it were Without Hope  ï the title, in fact, of another painting from 1945, in which 

she weeps, confined to bed, a funnel in her mouth through which are being stuffed a 

number of dead animals, fish, etc.  

 

In a recent work the psychoanalyst Salo mon Grimberg  has a field day with this theme, 

bringing together previously unpublished confessions made by the artist to her 

psychologist friend Olga Campos and a psychological evaluation of her carried out in 

1950. Tests of Frida Kahlo's personality, he o bserves, suggest dysthymia (chronic 

agitation) with, overlaid, recurrent bouts of severe depression and of chronic pain 

syndrome and with major and profound damage in a narcissistic personality. The struggle 

within her, he believes, between her sense of gr eatness and her lack of self -esteem, had 

the effect of seriously weakening her, so that she became increasingly dependent on 

others to try to shore up that wavering self -esteem. In Grimberg's opinion, this struggle, 

from which she could only have found a w ay out by tackling it from inside, never came to 

an end. Despite the wealth of her interior world and of that around her, Kahlo, he 

believes, lived without coming to terms with her extreme dependence, condemned to see 

others as untrustworthy, just as she j udged herself to be incomplete.  

 

Be that as it may, the extraordinary power of the work resists interpretative patterns of 

all kinds, whether those of in -depth psychology or those based on the various events that 

bruised her throughout her life. Diego's in fidelities , including with Frida's own sister, 

her miscarriages , her terrifying operations , her various affairs  (including one with 

Trotsky), and her liberated sexuality  all lend themselves, it is true, to conjecture. In 

The Circle  a woman's body is disint egrating; Henry Ford Hospital  and Frida and the 

Abortion  (1932) clinically present her inability to have children. In Henry Ford 

Hospital  the end of Diego's love shows through in the background in those cold Detroit 

factories where the famous muralist work ed to commission; in Frida and the Abortion  

her creative talent seems to substitute for the dead foetus in the form of a third arm that 

ends in a womb -shaped palette. Her yearning for motherhood is equally present in the 

opulent forms of the mixed - race Eva  Frederick and in the empathic gaze of Doña Rosita 

Morillo, her patron's mother. But her work is not that easily penetrated. With its brightly -

coloured brushstrokes, it resists definitive interpretations ï as did the artist herself when 

André Breton wanted  to number her among the surrealists. "Those artistic imbeciles in 

Paris," she remarked. "They took me for a surrealist. It's not true. I have never painted a 

dream. What I depicted was my reality."  

 

The Mask  (1945), finally, refers all commentators to the  unfathomable ambiguity of the 

human condition. And of Frida, the artist. Her last words: "I hope the exit will be 

joyfuléand I hope never to return"; her last painting: Viva la vida .  

 

Xavier Flament  

 
Coproducti on : BOZAR EXPO, Museo Dolores Olmedo Xochimil co, Museo Frida Kahlo México  
Support  : SRE , Embassy of Mexico in Belgi um  
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Biography of Frida Kahlo  
 

Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo Calderón was born at  Coyoacán in Mexico City on 6 July 

1907. She later claimed to have  been born in 1910, out of coquetry an d also because 

1910 was  the year of the Mexican Revolution. Her mother, Matilde Calderón,  was of 

Spanish - Indian descent, her father, Guillermo Kahlo, a  Hungarian -German Jew. Frida was 

therefore a mestiza, like the  majority of Mexicoôs population. 

 

At age s ix she developed polio, making her right leg shorter  and thinner than the left and 

leaving her with a limp. This aroused  her interest in medicine, and at the age of 15 she 

started her premedical  studies in Mexico City. That dream fell through when in  1925 the 

bus in which she was sitting was rammed by a tram. So  numerous were her injuries that 

she hovered between life and  death for days and was bedridden for months. To combat 

her  boredom she started painting, lying in bed, using a small easel and  a mirror a ttached 

to the roof of her canopy bed. This was the start  of a long series of self -portraits, which 

make up more than a third  of her work. In this way Frida became an artist, literally by 

accident.  

 

In 1928 she joined the Mexican Communist Party. Throughou t  her life she would remain 

loyal to the leftist ideology. During that  time she got to know Diego Rivera, already a 

renowned artist in  Mexico and beyond. She greatly admired his work and the man  

himself. One day she visited him while he was painting murals  at the Ministry of 

Education and showed him some of her works.  It was the beginning of a lifelong and 

turbulent relationship. On  21 August 1929, Diego (43) and Frida (22) married. Frida 

suffered  several miscarriages and to her great regret was unable ever  to  have children.  

 

After their marriage they stayed a few years in the U.S., where  Frida drew much 

attention to herself with her striking attire. They  were superstars in the media of that 

time. Frida dressed as a  Tehuana both to please Diego, a great advo cate of Mexicanidad ,  

and to hide her disability. On their return to Mexico they settled  first in a modernist 

house in San Angel, later in her parental house,  the Casa Azul in Coyoacán, which also 

provided a home to Diegoôs collection of pre -Columbian piece s and popular art and 

Fridaôs collection of ex -votos -  which influenced certain of her works.  

 

Diego was a womanizer and cheated on her with movie stars,  models and even with her 

sister Cristina. Frida repaid him in kind,  with Tina Modotti, Nickolas Muray,  Leon Trotsky, 

Josephine Baker  being just some of her conquests. Diego and Frida divorced in  1939, 

only to re -marry in 1940.  

 

In 1953 her right leg was amputated. The same year she was  given her first solo 

exhibition at a gallery in Mexico City. It seemed  like she would be too ill to attend the 

opening, but she sent her  richly decorated canopy bed to the gallery, arriving herself by  

ambulance. The vernissage proved a triumphant success.  

 

Frida died on July 13, 1954 in the Casa Azul. The last drawing in  her diary is a black 

angel with the words: ñI hope the end is joyful - and I hope never to return.ò 
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Visitorôs guide 

 

El camión (The Bus), 1929   

Frida made this little painting in 1929, 

the year she married  Diego Rivera, and 

four years after the accident t hat was 

to give  her life such a dramatic turn.  

 

On 17 September 1925 she boarded  a 

bus with her boyfriend Alejandro 

Gómez Arias. An electric  tram collided 

with the bus, tearing it in half. An iron rod drilled  through Fridaôs body. Frida was in a 

terrible state: fractured third  and fourth vertebrae, three fractures of the pelvis, eleven 

fractures  of the right foot, right elbow dislocated, deep wound at the level  of the 

diaphragm, torn muscles of the left hip, acute peritonitis, a  damaged kidney. Recovery 

to ok months, spent in a plaster corset.  This plaster corset (also sometimes leather or 

steel) she would  often wear in later years, after each of her many surgical operations  (32 

in 30 years).  

 

None of all this is in the picture we see here. Representatives o f various strata of Mexican 

society sit in a row on a bench seat in the  bus. Frida, like Diego, always expressed her 

sympathy for the less  fortunate. The barefoot Indian mother nursing her child has been  

given the place of honour. Beside the blue -eyed, wea lthy gringo  holding a bag of coins 

sits an unsuspecting Frida. A snapshot of  the last moments that her life was carefree, the 

calm before the  storm.  

 

 

Retrato de Alicia Galant (Portrait of Alicia Galant), 1927  

Frida was a self - taught painter, but she had received a good  

education and was well versed in art history. Her earliest paintings  

show the influence of the European tradition on her work. Frida  was 

especially keen on the masters of the Renaissance and  Mannerism, 

but she also admired the work of Amade o Modigliani.  These 

influences are clearly visible in the elongated, stylized body  of Alicia 

Galant.  

 

 

 

La niña Virginia (Portrait of Virginia), 1929    

Frida sought inspiration also in pre -Columbian and Mexican  folk 

art and in colonial and Creole portrait ure. In marrying Diego,  

she also married the belief in indigenous culture that Diego  

shared with other post - revolutionary artists and intellectuals, in  

reaction against the glorification of European culture during the  

dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz.  

 

The Portrait of Virginia could almost be a detail from one of  

Diegoôs murals. But Fridaôs portraits of children lack the 

stereotyping  of Diegoôs: her Virginia is the result of a delicate 

interplay between  the artist and her model. This can be seen in 

the details : the  eyebrows which remind us of hers, the accurate 

representation of  the safety pin in her outsized dressé 
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Retrato de Luther Burbank (Portrait of Luther Burbank), 

193 1    

One of the portraits Frida painted in the U.S. was that of Luther  

Burbank, a man s he had never met, having died four years 

before  the Riverasô arrival in the U.S.  

 

For more than 50 years, American  botanist Luther Burbank 

cultivated many thousands of plants for  his interbreeding 

experiments, which brought him worldwide  fame. The portrai t is 

an early example of Fridaôs vision of the synergy between people 

and plants. In it, the botanist himself becomes a  hybrid. 

Burbank is holding a plant, but it is he who is rooted into  the 

earth, his lower legs transformed into a tree trunk, as if fed b y 

his own mortal remains.  

 

This portrait is the first expression of a  favourite Kahlo theme: the fertilization of life by 

death. It is also  a first indication that she would go on to integrate into her work  fantasy 

themes, frequent in Mexican and South Am erican popular  culture, where the 

metamorphosis from humans to plants and  animals is not uncommon.  

 

 

Retrato de Eva Frederick (Portrait of Eva 

Frederick), 1931   

Desnudo de Eva Frederick (Nude Portrait of 

Eva Frederick), 1931  

This portrait was painted in San Francisco, where 

Frida had  joined Diego, who was painting the 

ceiling of the Luncheon  Club in the Pacific Stock 

Exchange and producing a mural at the  School of 

Fine Arts (now the San Francisco Art Institute).  

 

Between  November 1930 and May 1931 she pa inted several portraits of very  divergent 

style and quality. One of them is that of Eva Frederick.  

 

About the latter we know only that she was born in New York,  as indicated on the 

banderol at the top of the painting. We can  assume that she moved in artist ic circles, like 

all the other people  Diego and Frida frequented during their four -year stay in the U.S.  

Frida also made a nude pencil sketch of Eva, which suggests that  she probably knew her 

model well.  

 

 

 

 

  

 




















