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Full name: Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo y Calderón

Born: July 6, 1907 

Died: July 13, 1954

Frida was born in Coyoacán– a suburb of Mexico City. Her mother was native born 
Mexican of Spanish/Indian descent, and her father was German-Hungarian. Frida’s name is 
a long one! In keeping with Mexican tradition, her first two names (Magdalena Carmen) 
come from her mother’s side of the family. Frida (originally spelled Frieda) means ‘peace’ in 
German. This part of her name is a tribute to her father’s native country. Throughout her life, 
Frida was especially close with her father. He was a photographer, and they had an artistic 
connection. Frida loved spending time with him while he worked and helping in his studio. 

When she was just 6 years old, Frida became very ill with polio. She recovered, but her 
right leg and foot didn’t grow properly after that, and children at school nicknamed her “peg 
leg Frida.” Her father was hopeful that some exercise and activity would help Frida’s 
recovery, so he spent time playing sports with her (which was unusual for girls at that time). 
It didn’t help, though, and Frida learned to disguise her leg by wearing pants or long skirts.

Frida decided she wanted to be a doctor, and she was accepted at National Preparatory 
School. She was one of only 35 girls at the school who were studying medicine. Before 
she was able to finish her education, Frida was in a terrible accident. A streetcar crashed 
into a bus she was riding, and she was badly injured. She was just 18 years old. For the 
rest of her life she would need multiple surgeries, and she spent much of her time in bed. 
Because of the accident she wasn’t able to have children (which made her very sad).

This terrible tragedy changed the course of Frida’s life. She needed a new focus. Frida 
recalled: “Without giving it any particular thought, I started painting.” Her mother ordered a 
portable easel and attached a mirror under her bed’s canopy so Frida could paint from her 
hospital bed. That was just the beginning of a lifetime of art. 

In 1929, Frida married a successful painter named Diego Rivera. Soon after, they traveled 
to America for Diego’s work, but Frida missed Mexico. People in the US noticed her art and 
she had her first solo show in New York in 1938. Her first solo show in Mexico wasn’t until 
1953, and by then her health was very poor. Frida arrived in an ambulance and was carried 
to a canopy bed which was brought from her home. Despite her declining health, her spirits 
were high. She was fashionably dressed (as always), and she sang with her friends. Frida 
created an original new style that can only be found in her art... even 65 years later!

Frida Kahlo

Frida with Diego in 1944
Photo Credit: Wallace Marly

Frida in 1939
Photo Credit: Nickolas Muray
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Self-Portraits
Self-Portrait in a Velvet Dress

Self-Portrait with Braid

This was Frida’s first professional self-portrait.

She was inspired by Italian artists Sandro Botticelli and Amedeo 
Modigliani.

This painting was for her boyfriend at the time (Alejandro 
Gómez Arias).

Frida said that she painted the waves in the background as a 
symbol of life.

In 1939, Frida and Diego were divorced. Diego had always loved 
Frida’s hair, and after their divorce she decided to cut her hair 
very short. (She even made a self-portrait of herself with short 
hair.)

The very next year (in 1940) Frida and Diego were remarried, 
and she painted this self-portrait. Here, she’s taken the hair she 
cut and woven it back together – creating a spectacular braid 
that she wears to celebrate their reunion. 

The shape of the braid is symbolic of her love for Diego and the 
eternal timelessness of their bond.
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Self-Portraits with Parrots

Me and My Parrots

Self-Portrait with Bonito
Bonito is Frida’s pet parrot. She kept many exotic animals as 
pets. (Check out this lesson from the archives to learn all about 
Frida’s furry friends!)

When Frida painted this, she was very sad. Her father had just 
died, and her beloved Bonito had also recently died. This is why 
she wears black and she doesn’t wear any jewelry or flowers.

The background is full of life. Caterpillars and butterflies sit 
upon the leaves behind her. They seem hopeful and may be 
symbolic of the life cycle, transformation, and renewal.

In this painting the background is brown, breaking away from 
her traditional settings in nature.

She’s surrounded by her beloved pet parrots. They seem to be 
protecting her.

Their brightly colored feathers really stand out against Kahlo’s 
simple white blouse.

In many of her self-portraits (including this one) Frida looks 
directly at us – the viewer. This is sometimes called the gaze. 
Here her gaze here is intense and determined.

https://www.arthistorykids.com/archived-bundles/furry-friends-january-2018-1
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Self-Portraits with Monkeys
Self-Portrait with Thorn Necklace 

Fulang-Chang and I
Frida’s pets kept her company. She thought of them as the children 
she could not have.

In this self-portrait, Frida positions herself and her monkey just 
like classical Renaissance ‘Madonna and Child’ compositions.

This is one of the only self-portraits where Kahlo wears her hair 
down. The furry looking plant behind her, and the soft fluffy 
monkey in her arms reinforce this textural element.

Frida often gave her self-portraits away as gifts. She gave this one 
to her friend Mary Schapiro Sklar. She also gave her a mirror with a 
matching frame and advised Mary to hang them side by side so 
they could always be together.

In this painting, we can tell Frida is in pain, but she is putting on a 
brave face. She never flinches despite her situation.

Birds are usually symbolic of freedom and life. This hummingbird 
seems black and lifeless, though. Maybe it’s a symbol of Frida... 
wanting to be free, but being held back by her injury. Some say the 
hummingbird symbolizes good luck.

All of the leaves in the background are green, except for the yellow 
one just behind her head. Is this leaf dying? The black cat may be a 
symbol of bad luck, and the monkey adds an element of mischief.

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79374
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More Self-Portraits with Monkeys

Self Portrait with Small Monkey

Self-Portrait with Monkeys

The dog shown here is Señor Xolotl– Frida’s Mexican hairless 
dog. 

Kahlo is dressed in clothing, and wears a traditional hairstyle of 
indigenous women of southeastern Mexico. 

A pre-Hispanic idol sits behind her. Frida was an avid collector 
of pre-Colombian art and referenced it in her paintings to honor 
her cultural heritage.

The twisted ribbon connects everyone together.

Kahlo’s shirt is called a huipil. This is a peasant-style blouse 
worn by indigenous women. At her neckline there’s a red and 
orange Aztec glyph. This is a symbol that means earthquake.

In Aztec culture, monkeys symbolize dance and the arts.

The year she painted this, Frida began teaching at the School of 
Painting and Sculpture in Mexico City. Her health problems 
prevented her from attending classes at the school and she 
invited her students to come to her home for their art lessons. 
Many dropped out, leaving just four faithful students who she 
called her ‘Fridos.’ This painting may represent those students.
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Frida and Diego
Frida and Diego Rivera

Self-Portrait as Tehuana Woman

This is a wedding portrait Frida painted shortly after their 
first marriage. (They were married in 1929, divorced in 1939, 
and re-married the next year.)

Above them, a dove carries a banderole that says: “Here you 
see us, me Frieda Kahlo, with my beloved husband Diego 
Rivera. I painted these portraits in the beautiful city of San 
Francisco, California, for our friend Mr. Albert Bender, and it 
was in the month of April in the year 1931.”

Frida and Diego were sometimes called ‘the Elephant and the 
Dove’ because of the vast difference in their size. Look at 
how tiny Frida painted her feet compared to his!

This painting is sometimes subtitled, ‘Diego on My Mind.’ She 
started this painting in 1940 just after their divorce, and 
finished it three years later once they were remarried.

Frida is dressed in a Tehuana resplandor headdress made of 
lace and satin. She’s wearing it the way a bride would during 
a wedding ceremony. (In Spanish, resplandor means: brilliant 
or glowing.)  

This style of clothing was specific to the region of Mexico 
where Kahlo’s family lived. Diego loved it when Frida would 
dress in this traditional style of clothing. Frida explores the 
complicated nature of their relationship in this painting.
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Mexico and the United States
Self-Portrait on the Borderline 

My Dress Hangs There
While Diego painted grand murals that celebrated 
modern achievements in the United States, Frida quietly 
assembled her own thoughts on what she saw and expe-
rienced while living in the US.

This is the only collage that Frida is known to have made.

There’s so much to see here! What do you notice?

Although Frida’s likeness is not present in the art, she is 
represented by the Tehuana dress that hangs in the 
center. Zapotec women who wear this style of clothing 
are known for their freedom and independence (some-
thing Frida didn’t feel she had while she was in the US). 

Frida painted this during her time in the United States. 
You can tell from this painting that she was feeling home-
sick for Mexico, and she didn’t enjoy living in the US.

On the Mexican side of the painting we see nature and 
culturally significant icons and symbols.

The US side of the painting is filled with air that is being 
polluted by industrial machinery. 

Frida stand in the middle, her face turned toward Mexico. 
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Portraits
Portrait of My Father

Portrait of Mariana Morillo Safa

You can see the love and respect Frida had for her father in this 
portrait. He was a consistently positive influence in her life – 
especially during difficult times. He was always there for her. 

Frida paints him in front of his camera, showing how photography 
was an important part of his identity.

The text at the bottom reads: “I painted my father Wilhelm Kahlo, 
Hungarian-German born, professional photographer and artist, 
with a generous, intelligent and fine character, brave because he 
suffered of epilepsy for 60 years but he never stopped working, 
and he fought against Hitler, with love, His daughter Frida Kahlo.”

This is Mariana. Her father, Eduardo Morillo Safa, was a good 
friend of Frida’s, and a long-time patron of her art. He commis-
sioned Frida to paint this portrait of his daughter, and five addi-
tional family portraits. (Read more about this story in ‘Frida Kahlo 
and the Bravest Girl in the World’ by Laurence Anholt.)

This art is rich in pattern. Look at the leaves in the background, 
the leaves on her dress, the ruffles at her neckline, and the details 
in her oversized hair bow!

In some ancient Mexican cultures, leaves were used by warriors to 
protect them from harm. Frida envelopes Mariana with these 
leaves because she felt protective of the little girl. She used to 
take care of her when she painted her portrait.
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Still Lifes
Weeping Coconuts

Viva la Vida

During the last few years of her life, 
Frida moved away from portraits and 
self-portraits, and she began to focus on 
still life paintings.

In this painting, she paints the coconuts 
as though they are crying. (Maybe Frida 
painted herself in the coconuts?)

The text on the flag says: “For Elena 
Boder, Painted with Great Affection, 
Frida Kahlo.” Elena Boder was a physi-
cian and friend of Frida’s.

This was the very last painting Frida 
worked on. She completed it just 8 days 
before her death.

She seemed to remain optimistic, 
despite her deteriorating health.

Frida once said: “It is not worthwhile to 
leave this world without having had a 
little fun in life.”

Viva la Vida means: Long Live Life.
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W H I C H  A R T  M O V E M E N T ?

Frida Kahlo’s art fits into the big category of Mexican Modernism. 
This movement includes all art that was made by Mexican artists from 
around 1910-1950, and somehow breaks away from tradition and 
moves into new styles or approaches. 

Art historians often place Kahlo’s work in one of three categories:

 Surrealism. Although Frida’s paintings do have some elements of Surrealism, this 
category really doesn’t fit her work. Many people have classified her as a Surrealist 
because of the fantastical things she paints (like Weeping Coconuts), and the way 
she paints from her imagination (like My Dress Hangs There). There’s a difference 
between her art and truly Surrealist artists – like Salvador Dali and Rene Magritte – in 
the way she paints from an emotional level, and not a subconscious one.

Magic Realism. This is getting closer, but not all of her work falls into this category, 
either. Magic Realism describes art that takes reality and adds a magical twist. Often 
times there’s a juxtaposition of things where their differences are accentuated. This art 
can be strange and unusual. Although some of Kahlo’s paintings certainly have these 
elements, it doesn’t work for all of her art. Certain paintings could be placed in this 
category, but many of her pieces would not be considered Magic Realism.

Primitivism (Naïve Art). Naïve Art is a term used for dedicated artists who hav-
en’t had any formal art training or education. This title would apply to Frida. Naïve art 
can be simple and doesn’t utilize technical skills that are often taught in schools. 
These artists are sometimes called modern primitives. There’s also an art movement 
called Primitive Art. This kind of art explores the subject of primitive cultures and tribal 
or indigenous populations. This description fits with many of Frida’s paintings.

“They thought I was a
 Surrealist, but I wasn’t. 
 I never painted dreams. 

 I painted my own reality.”

–Frida Kahlo



The world through
Frida Kahlo’s eyes

TheStudio

June 2019

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with

34

E L E M E N T S  O F  A R T

I’ll try out the pencils
sharpened to the point of infinity
which always sees ahead:

Green — good warm light

Magenta — Aztec. old TLAPALI
   blood of prickly pear, the
   brightest and oldest

[Brown —] color of mole, of leaves becoming
   earth

[Yellow —] madness sickness fear
   part of the sun and of happiness

[Blue —] electricity and purity love

[Black —] nothing is black — really nothing

[Olive —] leaves, sadness, science, the whole
   of Germany is this color

[Yellow —] more madness and mystery
   all the ghosts wear
   clothes of this color, or at
   least their underclothes

[Dark blue —] color of bad advertisements
and of good business

[Blue —] distance. Tenderness
   can also be of that blue
   blood? Who knows!

Color Theory
Let’s take a closer look at the way Frida Kahlo uses color. She chose her colors intentionally– because 
of their symbolic meaning or the emotional impact they would add to her art. Sometimes she used highly saturated, 
vibrant colors. Other times her paintings focus on a narrow range of color – using just warm earth tones or many shades 
of green – giving the art lots of bold impact. In this page from Frida’s sketchbook, she outlines her thoughts color...
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E L E M E N T S  O F  A R T

Composition
Look at the symmetry in all of these paintings. If we draw a line down the center and take a look at the composition, 
it’s easy to see that Frida Kahlo loved to give her paintings a sense of balance. By organizing her compositions in a 
symmetrical fashion, Frida creates an element of stability and strength in her artwork.
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E L E M E N T S  O F  A R T

Almost every single one of Frida Kahlo’s paintings include the element of symbolism. Sometimes the symbols are 
tucked away, and you might not notice them until you take a closer look. Other times they are the first things you see 
because the symbolic image is the most important thing in the painting. Let’s revisit a few paintings, and 
review the symbolism in Kahlo’s art.

Symbolism

Watermelons are a reoccurring visual 
image In Mexican history and folk culture. 

They are often seen in Dia de los Muertos 
(Day of the Dead) celebrations, as they are 

known for their symbolic reference to 
honoring the human spirit. 

On the leaves behind her, Frida paints a 
caterpillar and a butterfly. This 
intentional juxtaposition is symbolic of 

transformation, metamorphosis, and the 
natural life cycle of all living things.

Frida’s braid creates an 
infinity symbol. She uses 

this visual image to express 
her everlasting dedication 
to Diego and the timeless 

nature of their love.

When she spoke about 
this painting, Frida 
explained that the waves 
in the background are 
symbolic of life.

Frida made a decision to 
show Diego holding a 
painter’s palette in 
this portrait. Why do 
you think she chose to 
show herself without 

any art accouterments or 
other things to highlight her 

identity?

The Jalisco figure, Colima figure, and Totonaca 
stone scull appear on the ground near plants 
with their roots growing deep into the earth. 
These things are symbolic of Frida’s connection 
to her home country, and how strongly she 

identifies with its history and cultural icons.
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This week, let’s paint portraits!

You may want to paint a portrait of a family member (like the one Frida painted 
of her father), or you could paint a portrait of a friend. 

If you don’t have the opportunity to have someone sit for you while you paint, 
you can even paint a fictional character (maybe someone you’ve met in a book 
or a movie?).

If you prefer to work in a different medium, feel free to draw the portrait instead. 
You can use colored pencils, pastels, or another material of your choice!

Use Frida’s style as inspiration, or have fun working in a different style. There are 
no rules here... just experiment and explore. Have fun with your portrait art!

Will you paint your subject 
zoomed in, with their face taking 
up the whole page?

Or will you paint them full-body?

What will be in the background? 
Why?

What color palette seems right for 
this person’s portrait? Will you 
stick to warm colors? Cool 
colors? Or will you use the full 
spectrum?

What expression will they be 
making? Are they happy? Lost in 
thought? Or feeling something 
else?

What about their gaze? Will they 
be looking at the viewer, or 
looking off into the distance?

Will you paint ‘clues’ in the art to 
tell viewers about this person? 
We know Frida’s father is a 
photographer because she paints 
him with his camera. What items 
or objects help us to understand 
your subject’s identity or their 
personality?

Consider this:
Some things to consider 
as you make your art...

Photo Credit: Gisèle Freund


