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Restricted

This exhibition is a small collection of Frida Kahlo’s belongings which she wore after suffering an accident in 1926 when she was 18, and up until she died in 1954.  They are a unique collection of how Frida was restricted every day and showed the immeasurable pain that she was obviously in.  They were an integral part of her art, included in many paintings.  The corsets were worn to aid the repair of two vertebrae which were discovered a year after the initial accident.  The corsets kept Frida immobilised for months.  During these times Frida painted many paintings, some of which were in fact self-portraits.  Frida has been quoted as saying “I paint my own reality” (Bertram D.Wolfe). 
Frida’s belongings had been discovered 50 years after her death in 1954.  This was the wishes of her husband, the Mexican muralist Diego Rivera. Many photographs, cosmetics and orthopaedic equipment were hidden away by Diego.  The exhibition in the V&A in 2018 was the first time the belongings had been exhibited outside of Mexico.

The exhibition will take place in the Mission Gallery in Swansea during the months of May till August, during the educational holiday period.  These dates will allow the opportunity for many different people to view the items, perhaps encourage people to visit the Gallery for the first time.   
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Figure 1 –THE BROKEN COLUMN 1944 OIL ON CANVAS 
Frida’s painting called the ‘Broken Column’ 1944 illustrates so powerfully the suffering and pain that she endured.  Painted shortly after surgery and confined once again in apparatus depicts the feeling of paralysis.  With a hefty gap that resembles a catastrophic event through her very core, her side barely held together with the orthopaedic corset, without which she seems to imply that she may fall apart.  With nails piercing her naked body as if to resemble the many needles that had already pricked her skin whilst undergoing many surgeries.  Looking into the gap the column holding Frida up has many fractures which gives the impression of the damage that had be sustained by her previous accident.    The corsets buckle’s and white straps hint to her delicate naked body, showing her vulnerability, making the split through her very centre appear so very shocking.  
The feeling of Frida’s loneliness and that of her physical pain and suffering is so very well conveyed.  Painted against a barren land, the ravines cut out in the landscape all hint to the way Frida felt at the time, like a land deprived of the ability to create life. Tears appear to be on her cheeks, but her face remains unflinching.  Although many entries into her diaries stated that many tears had been shed by Frida.   


[image: A leather corset that belonged to the late Mexican artist Frida Kahlo is displayed at the Frida Kahlo museum in Mexico City][image: ]
Figure 2- LEATHER CORSET WITH INTERNAL METAL FRAME.  LEATHER STRAPS, METAL BUCKLES AND LACING TO FASTEN 
In 1914 Frida Kahlo contracted polio when she was a child just seven years old, leaving her with one leg shorter than the other.  Then eleven years later in 1925, Frida was eighteen years old, whilst travelling on a school bus which was involved in an accident with a car Frida sustained life changing injuries.  Her spinal column was damaged in three places, her third and fourth ribs and collarbone were also broken.  Her right leg had eleven fractures and right foot was crushed and dislocated.  Her left shoulder was out of its joint, pelvis broken in three places.  The steel handrail had entered her body on her left side through her abdomen and exited through her vagina.  This rendered her infertile. 
The attempt to correct the spinal injuries had seen Frida wearing many of the corsets on display.  Whilst Frida was restricted and often bedridden, she discovered that painting was her only friend.  With her fathers’ oil paints Frida began painting images of her friends, family and then herself.  Her corsets are an integral part of many of her paintings.


[image: Part of a corset belonging to the artist Frida Kahlo, bearing the Communist Party symbol]
Figure 3- PLASTER CORSET. PAINTED AND DECORATED BY FRIDA KAHLO 
Frida had a support and need relationship with her corsets.  The medical apparatus that her body needed for support. These corsets were required to support Frida’s broken body and help alleviate the tremendous back pain.  The rebellion in having to wear the corset was evident in its decoration by Frida, adorned with motifs showing her political beliefs at the time.  The hole carved out of the centre implied her inability to have children.  The paintings on the corsets made them a work of art rather than something that looked so ugly.  The apparatus, rather than define her as an invalid, became part of her style. They were incorporated as an essential part of her wardrobe.  The plaster corsets were worn by Frida from 1926 until 1944, replaced then by the steel corset, which offered Frida more support.

      








[image: A prosthetic leg that belonged to the late Mexican artist Frida Kahlo is displayed at the Frida Kahlo museum in Mexico City] 
Figure 4 –PROSTHETIC LEG WITH LEATHER BOOT.  APPLIQUED SILK WITH EMBROIDERED CHINESE MOTIFS
Frida Kahlo’s right leg was amputated below the knee in 1953 due to gangrene.  Frida firstly refused to wear the leg yet, once again Frida showed her unmistakeable courage and determination as just three months later, she was walking again.  Frida decorated the false limb with red leather, red laces, beautiful highly decorative chinese dragon motifs, gold trim and appliqué.  Showing once again that Frida was not allowing the situation to hold her back, instead it became part of her allure.  With these boots Frida said she would “Dance her joy” (The Biography of FRIDA KAHLO, Hayden Herrera, p.419) 
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Figure 5 – COTTON HUIPILWITH MACHINE EMBROIDRED CHAIN STITCH; PRINTED COTTON SKIRT WITH EMBROIDERY AND HOLAN (RUFFLE) 

Frida became a fashion icon, wearing traditional Mexican costumes.  Combining many different items from many parts of Mexico. Frida’s interpretation of traditional dress continues to influence the contemporary image of Mexican women. 
This huipil is typical of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Oaxaca.  The huipul (blouse) was made from cotton, and the enagua (skirt)from cotton printed with floral designs and polka dots, with a wide lace flounce on the skirt, known as holan.  Chain stitched designs, on the blouse and skirt were don on a machine using colour contrasting threads.  Some of the cloth is believed to have been imported from Manchester, England, adding another layer of cultural hybridity.  They were loose fitting and often adorned with embroidery. The garments were not only comfortable, they also covered her medical corsets, but in a way that proudly embraced her culture and femininity, coupled with Frida’s jewellery and towards the final year her recognisable red boots.




Conclusion 
The exhibition illuminates the massive physical and emotional trauma that Frida endured most of her life.  Showing how she got over each hurdle placed in front of her.  Her broken body, letting her down at every turn, yet her gutsy determination and stubborn side really did win through.  Unfortunately, after having her leg amputated did seem like the final straw.  A year later Frida sadly passed away.
Left behind and locked away for 50 years by her husband Diego, are her very treasured belongings for us all to view, with an aim to have some small understanding of the pain and suffering Frida endured for much of her life.  Her clothing, paintings and medical apparatus are fascinating.
Her unique style inspired by the indigenous women of Mexico, famous for the beautifully embroidered clothing, stunning ornate silver jewellery and the colourful flowers made into headpieces.  She became a fashion icon in her own right and was featured in Vogue magazine in1937.
Kahlo rubbed shoulders with surrealists, Picasso, Duchamp, Picasso, Duchamp, Eluard and Kandinsky on a trip to Paris in 1939.  
Kahlo’s unmistakeable face has been used to decorate tequila bottles, cushion covers, throws and many more, her famed colourful self-portraits depicting her mono-brow and top lip hair are still fascinating fashion lovers to this day. As stated, by Frida ‘endurance of truth, reality, cruelty, and suffering.  Never before had a woman put such agonised poetry on canvas....’ 
Kahlo managed to turn the human experience of personal suffering into art.  It is for all to see.  As in the broken column, her body ravaged by pain and suffering, literally ripped apart through its very core, held together by straps and buckles.  Her pain can be felt and imagined by the onlooker.  
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