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ABSTRACT

Zetterman, Eva, 2003.

Frida Kahlos bildsprk — ansikte, kropp & landskap. Representation av nationell identitet.
(Frida Kahlo’s Imagery — Face, Body & Landscape. Representation of National Identity.)
Goteborg. 1SBN 91-7346-470-8 155 0348-4114

This thesis is about the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo (1907-1954) and her works, with emphasis on her pain-
ted self-portraits. The objective is to place Frida Kahlo's pictorial production in relation to a place and time
specific context and test the theory of Frida Kahlo’s self-portraits as a project connected to a general stri-
ving towards a new formulation of national identity. The majority of Frida Kahlo’s pictorial production
coincides with a historically delimited era in which there was a break from carlier role models and ideals,
politically, culturally and ideologically. This phase was an artistically dynamic period with a redefining
view of art and the history of the nation, a visualisation of the mythology and symbolism of the Indian cul-
tures of origin, and an emphasis on the Indian ethnicity of the nation. Two chapters describe the ideolo-
gical context in which Frida Kahlo's works were created. The visual markers around which the post-revo-
lurionary national discourse came to revolve are identified and certain concepts related to race are exami-
ned. The subsequent chaprers are devoted to Frida Kahlo's pictures. One chapter examines how her pic-
rorial production in the 1920’s emerged in a dialogue with contemporary art theory. One chapter deals with
body thematics based on the naked female body, and elements of sex education are put in relation to an
ongoing debare on sex education in Mexican schools. Thereafter new features are explored thar are intro-
duced in her self-portraits during the late 1930’s and that came to be consistent features in her continued
production of self-portraits. In the concluding section of the thesis, the self-portraits are discussed from a
more general perspective. Some of the myths upon which earlier biographical interpretations were based
are questioned. Instead, the thematics of suffering found in the self-portraits are relared to the reconstruc-
tion of the nation’s ethnic identity and problematic issucs based on the 16th century Spanish Conquest of
the indigenous Indian population. In her complex imagery, Frida Kahlo refers to a broad spectrum of dis-
parate pictorial traditions, stylistic epochs, categories of motifs and symbolic imagery, and to historical, reli-
gious and mythical female personages such as Malintzin, la Chingada, Sor Juana, and the Virgin of Gua-
dalupe. These references from different epochs represent the two fundamental components of Mexico’s
cultural heritage — the Spanish and the Indian — and these are merged in Frida Kahlo self-portraits so that
they thereby communicate a construction of identity based on a national heritage. The time perspective
of the discussion reaches backwards to before the Spanish Conquest in the 16th century and forwards to

the contemporary Chicana/Chicano movement north of the border to the United States.
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