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Chapter 1. Origins, Family, and Early Years (1907–1925)
 
 
Frida Kahlo’s story began in 1907 at the Casa Azul, the Blue House in Coyoacán, then still on the outskirts of Mexico City. She was born on 6 July as Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo y Calderón, the third child of the photographer Carl Wilhelm ‘Guillermo’ Kahlo, originally from Pforzheim, and his second wife, Matilde Calderón y González. Having emigrated to Mexico as a young man, Guillermo worked as an architectural and industrial photographer, documenting churches, colonial buildings and the capital’s modernisation.
 
In his studio Frida learned early on to look closely, to develop photographs and to retouch images. Her mother managed the lively household, preserved religious traditions, and shaped the children with stories from Oaxaca, her family’s homeland.
 
In 1908 her sister Cristina was born, to whom Frida remained closely attached throughout her life. Two older sisters, Matilde and Adriana, were already part of the family. The house at 247 Calle Londres, with its boldly blue façades, became the setting for a childhood marked by strict routine, popular piety, festivities and first encounters with art and photography.
 
The Mexican Revolution began in 1910. Later, Frida retrospectively shifted her own birth year to 1910 as a symbolic gesture. The idea was that her life should commence with the political rebirth of the nation. In these years she witnessed street fighting, troop movements and a society in upheaval. The revolution remained a constant backdrop to her biography.
 
In 1913 Frida fell seriously ill. Doctors suspected poliomyelitis. She spent a long time in bed and fought her way back with difficulty. Her right leg remained thinner and shorter. Taunts and teasing were part of her school years, yet Frida responded with defiance. She swam, cycled and sought strength in sport. Later she concealed the asymmetry with long skirts and eye-catching jewellery, turning it into a distinctive appearance of her own.
 
From 1915 to 1921 she repeatedly helped her father in the studio. From him she inherited the patience of the craft, a clear-sighted eye for form and a great calm at work. At home, German punctuality mingled with Mexican good humour. Reading, storytelling, religious images and photographs created a reservoir of pictures on which Frida would later draw.
 
In 1922 she passed the entrance exams for the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria in Mexico City, one of the country’s most prestigious schools. The lecture halls were predominantly male. Frida belonged to the first cohorts in which young women were admitted in any number. Here she encountered Diego Rivera for the first time, as he executed the mural ‘Creation’ in the auditorium. She observed the famous painter from a distance, without personal contact.
 
In 1923 a small, rebellious student group formed, calling themselves the ‘Cachuchas’ after their peaked caps. Frida joined them. They debated politics, played pranks, wrote satires and stood up for a free-thinking, Enlightenment outlook. During this period her relationship began with fellow student Alejandro Gómez Arias, whose closeness and conflicts she would later explore in paintings and texts.
 
In 1924 and 1925 Frida’s interest in drawing and printmaking grew. Through her father she met the printmaker Fernando Fernández. She began an apprenticeship with him, retouching, lettering and designing ornaments. The craft trained her line and gave her confidence in working on metal panels, a support she would often use later. At the same time, the plan matured to read medicine after school. Anatomy and biology fascinated her. The human body seemed to her a universe in its own right.
 
In 1925 Frida shuttled between school, studio and the city. The post-revolutionary years were unsettled yet electrifying. She travelled by bus across Mexico City, went to the cinema and to festivities, and jotted down observations. On 17 September, on her way home, a bus and a tram collided. The event changed her life.
 
The consequences, the operations and the long phases of convalescence belong to the next chapter. For the years up to 1925 it can be said that Frida Kahlo came from a middle-class household shaped by work and faith, that she discovered the image early on as a tool of memory, and that, between school, studio and political awakening, she found her own way of looking. From this blend of origins, craft, the experience of illness and youthful defiance arose the keynote of her later art.

Chapter 2. A Terrible Bus Accident (1925)
 
 
On 17 September 1925, a few days after her eighteenth birthday, Frida Kahlo was riding through Mexico City on a municipal bus with her boyfriend, Alejandro Gómez Arias. A tram cut across the bus. The impact tore the vehicle apart and hurled the passengers about. Frida was gravely injured. A handrail pierced her abdomen and pelvis. Ribs, collarbone and spine were broken. One foot was crushed. Her already weakened right leg suffered multiple fractures. Eyewitnesses said her clothing was torn from her body.
 
Gold dust from a painter’s burst packet hung in the air. The shimmering powder settled on blood and skin. The image of that minute became the dark beginning of a new biography.
 
Frida spent the following weeks in hospital. Full-body plaster casts, silent days and nights, then a steel corset. The prognosis was cautious. Many feared she would never walk again. Frida refused to accept this. She insisted on physiotherapy. She practised sitting, then standing, then walking. The price was pain and yet more treatment. The next years were divided between clinic, home and brief spells of recovery.
 
Before the end of 1925 her parents arranged her room so she could work. Her mother had a mirror fixed to the canopy of the bed. Her father improvised a board as an easel for work while lying down. Frida began to draw. She tried colours, mixed pigments, watched her face in the mirror and searched for a posture she could bear. Necessity became method. Painting gave structure. Painting returned a measure of control.
 
In 1926 she painted ‘Self-Portrait in a Velvet Dress’. Frida staged herself in a wine-red gown before an ideal landscape. The picture was intended as a gift for Alejandro. It reads as an answer to fate. The calm face, the restrained gesture of the hand and the smooth application of paint translate the fragile reality of the body into a firm image. This first self-portrait opened a long series. By 1954 she had painted fifty-five self-portraits.
 
Recovery was slow. Setbacks came again and again. When she lacked the strength to paint, Frida wrote and sketched. In her diary she noted sentences that became guiding principles. ‘I paint my own reality.’ Painting replaced the planned medical degree. Anatomy remained her inner frame of reference. Bones, muscles and organs became motifs and metaphors.
 
In 1930, in San Francisco, she met the thoracic surgeon Leo Eloesser. He described, alongside the consequences of the crash, a spinal malformation that had been present since childhood. The diagnosis gave the pain a name. It did not end it. Operations followed in the 1930s, along with corsets and stretches of bed rest. Outwardly Frida appeared cheerful. She made sardonic jokes, received friends, dressed with striking flair and kept to her rituals. Inside she remained torn.
 
Over time painting became a form of self-care. Frida sought subjects in which control was possible. She set a mirror before the easel, ordered her brushes and bottles, laid out cloths and worked in series. Every face, every line, every animal and every flower carried its share of pain. The results are pictures that are quiet yet speak. ‘I paint flowers so they will not die’, she wrote later. It sounds like a small charm of consolation. It also names the logic of these years. Colour holds fast what threatens to slip away.
 
By the end of the 1920s she had learned to walk again. She left the house, visited friends, went into the city and looked for a place in the art world. The injuries remained. Alcohol and medication dulled the pain at times. Painting remained the reliable refuge. From the crash of 1925 came no capitulation. There emerged a new way of seeing. The mirror became a stage on which Frida Kahlo turned her life into images.




















































OEBPS/images/cover-image.png
THE ADMIRED, PAINTER
LEFRIDAY ™"
TRARILD, o

E AND WORKS ORAN
ICU%ART IND FEMINISM

BEH ALEXAtﬁl PETZOLD





OEBPS/toc.xhtml
		The Admired Painter Frida Kahlo

		The Life and Works of an Icon of Art and Feminism		The Life and Works of an Icon of Art and Feminism





		Chapter 1. Origins, Family, and Early Years (1907–1925)

		Chapter 2. A Terrible Bus Accident (1925)

		Chapter 3. Twice married to Diego Rivera (1929–1939 and 1940–1954)

		Chapter 4. A distinctive, idiosyncratic artistic style

		Chapter 5. Frida Kahlo’s individual colour canon

		Chapter 6. Interpretations using famous self-portraits

		Chapter 7. Recognition as a painter and ensuing artistic success (1938–1953)

		Chapter 8. Frida Kahlo’s death, worldwide renown and reception (since  1954)

		Chapter 9. Significant works and major exhibitions

		Chapter 10. Frida Kahlo, a key figure in feminism

		Chapter 11. Significant women artists with a feminist consciousness

		Chapter 12. Summary – life, works, significance

		Chapter 13. Timeline

		Chapter 14. Author’s Biography

		Imprint






