FRIDA  KAHLO- 1907-1954

Anna Sullivan 

‘’I Paint my Reality’’
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For Frida Kahlo the great Mexican artist, born on July 6th 1907,in the small town of Coyoacan that reality was a life of constant pain and poor health. Polio contracted as a child, left her with an impaired leg. 
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When she was eighteen she was involved in a horrific traffic accident. The bus in which she was travelling collided with a tram. She suffered terrible spinal injuries and was encased in a plaster cast for many months. 

It was at this time of long hospitalisation and trauma that she began to paint. Kahlo had to undergo many operations during her short life-44 years-and had to to endure enormous physical suffering.  The isolation that extreme pain and hospitalisation causes gave her much anguish. Where could all this anguish express itself?. 
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During her life she produced over two hundred paintings. Many of them were small format self-portraits.  Her still life pictures of fruit are sensuous and exotic both in colour and form.  The self-portraits with foliage winding around her head and shoulders give a visceral background to the powerful face that stares straight at the vierwer.
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Her style does not fall into any one category. She sometimes produced surrealistic dream like images but they are also fiercely expressionistic and somewhat naïve in their simplicity. She painted lying flat on her hospital bed a mirror fixed above her head so that she could see her face.

Because of her accident she could not bear a child and  her many miscarriages gave her much unhappiness. This is starkly shown in the paintings she did of her lying naked in blood soaked beds, sometimes with the dead babies floating above her.    

[image: image6.jpg]4

teral (side to side) curvature of the spi 3
oJ any time during a child's growth. The spinarc%elu‘g'nhrlqguﬁvagl |

and twists, rotating the rib cage as it does so and eventually causes
~ changes to the spine, chest and pelvis, -

Three in 1,000 teenagers With scoliosis will ne

; ed hospital treatment,
usually for corrective surgery. ,

What are the signs and symptoms of scoliosis?

. One shoulder is higher than the other;

. One shoulder blade is higher and more prominent than the other;
. One hip is more prominent than the other;

. Clothes do not hang properly. \ : gt

Surgical treatment: The degree and cause of the curve will determine |
whether an operation is needed. Currently at Great Ormond Strget
Hospital, curves that are more than 50 degrees will usually require

surgery.

Posterior fusion - this surgical approach is through an incision on the
back and involves the use of metal instrumentation to correct the

curve.

What does Scoliosis feel like?

Scoliosis feels: \

Uncomfortable Painful Twisted
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Her marriage to Diego Rivera in 1929 the Mexican muralist gave her much passion. Both of them became involved in the revolutionary movements of the time. One of their friends was Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevick who was in exile after the Stalin purges. They entertained many other artists of the day but she was always afraid of losing him –he did have many other lovers, but then so did she- and this caused depression and suicide attempts. But always her art saved her. She used her brush to chronicle her life and her feelings. One of her most powerful images is ‘Broken Column’ which shows steel rods in her spine her body held together with nails.

Self-Portrait Dedicated to Leon Trotsky 1937 National Museum Women in Art Washington DC

The honesty with which she addresses her personal condition through her work cannot fail to move the viewer. ‘I never painted dreams, what I portrayed was my own reality’. It was the only way that she could live her life and it gave us a rich and universally profound legacy of art. 
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Self-Portrait with the Portrait of Doctor Farill 1951
Private collection, Mexico City

A  STUDENTS VIEW OF KAHLO THROUGH HER OWN SELF-EXPRESSION.
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Hannah Leddy is sixteen years old and is a student at a north Hackney Comprehensive school. In her G.C.S.E. Art she chose to view her own self-image using Kahlo’s work as her inspiration.  Hannah is disabled and through her work she is able to show her reality as a disabled student and the arduous treatment that she has to endure.

Rather than let this overwhelm her she chose to use all the components of her reality in her art- thus the skeletal x-ray plays a role. Her exploration in this way of expression led to a greater development in her artistic skills. She became totally immersed in the work.
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Like Kahlo, Hannah has felt isolated by the restrictions on her life that her condition causes – she becomes exhausted easily and is in constant pain- but she has used her art to tell her story. The greatest core of our being is our creativity. To be able to look at everything that life throws at us by expressing this part of ourselves to tell our stories has enabled people in many situations to make sense of their lives.

In the concentration camps of the Second World War, amid such horror and degradation, people still wrote poetry and journals that bore witness to the terrible events. Music was still written. Over 350 works of art were created in the ghettos and the camps.
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The human spirit is powerful and no more better expressed than through the arts.

Hannah was given encouragement and help by her art teacher to enable her to do the work that is so important to her. What we show is only a part of her final show.  

Find out more about Frida Kahlo 
http://www.fridakahlofans.com/
Complete list and reproduction of works and in depth bio
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frida_Kahlo
http://www.fridakahlofans.com/VideoHomeMovies.html 1939 movie of Frida and Diego Rivera together
http://www.factmonster.com/biography/var/fridakahlo.html
Simple 1 paragraph bio from Fact monster

http://www.fridakahlo.it/books.html
most complete list all books about Frida

http://www.pbs.org/weta/fridakahlo/life/people.html for more on friends in her life
Activities
1. Examine Frida’s pictures and describe how her impairments influence her art.

2. Do some drawings and/or paintings in the style of Frida Kahlo illustrating another of the Disabled People who have made a difference 

http://www.worldofinclusion.com/res/qca/Disabled_People_who_have_made_a_difference.pdf  Try to empathise and show their difference , but also their strength.

3. Frida was also a very political painter linked to both the socialist movement and later Communist Party she was keen on showing the world both from women’s point of view and the oppression of ordinary peasants and working people in Mexico.

Devise a picture and execute it showing what Frida would have thought of the current greed inspired banking crisis And its impact on the poor of the world in 2009 in the style of Frida Kahlo.

4. Looking at Frida’s biography-short version
http://www.fridakahlofans.com/ and in your sketch books see if you can match the pictures of Frida’s to the major emotional and physical changes in her life.
5. If you are disabled yourself can you use your impairment as the basis for a self portrait like Hannah did.
6. If you are non disabled can you develop a piece of art work which shows the barriers disabled people face in our society or in the world and the dignity that disabled people have in challenging these.

http://www.worldofinclusion.com/res/qca/Johnny_Crescendo_and_Direct_Action_Network.doc for pictures and films of demonstrations by Direct Action Movement.

This fact sheet on disabilities provides lots of reasons why human rights need to be extended to disabled people

http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?id=18
Richard Rieser  
Self portrait cropped hair 1940


Museum Modern Art New York
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