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Abstract 
The work of Mexican artist Frida Kahlo confuses conventional notions that 

place the verbal and the visual in two independent categories. Such hybridity 

invites a reading of Kahlo’s life and work through different media, combining 

written text and image. In this article I examine two major interpretations of the 

artist’s life: Frida. A Biography of Frida Kahlo (1983) by art critic Hayden 

Herrera and Frida (2002), a film directed by Julie Taymor, based on Herrera’s 

canonical biography. Taking into account the specificities of each text and 

considering film adaptation as both a multilevel relationship and a dialogic 

process, I look at the ways in which these works elicit empathy in the 

reader/viewer. In particular, I dwell on the gaze articulated on the screen, as it 

triangulates with that of Kahlo’s biographer and with the artist’s own version(s) 

of herself. Diverging from the construction of Kahlo as the archetypal suffering 

woman artist, the film re-frames Herrera’s biography through a series of devices 

that disrupt the narrative discourse and foreground the subjectivity inherent in 

the biopic. Such interruptions, stressing the constructed nature of the film’s 

interpretation of Frida’s story, deconstruct the processes of history and 

biography, and foreground the film’s own narrative as an act of revision. 

 

Keywords 

empathy, auto/biography, biopic, adaptation, Frida Kahlo, Julie Taymor, Hayden Herrera 

 
 



 
 
 

106  Concentric  42.2  September 2016 

 
It is impossible to separate the life and work 
of this singular person. Her paintings are her 
autobiography.1 
 

 
The work of Mexican artist Frida Kahlo (1907-54) confuses conventional 

boundaries between the verbal and the visual. Famous for her self-portraits, which 

constitute the bulk of her oeuvre,2  she also produced an impressive amount of 

autobiographical material in her abbreviated career. The growing success of the 

multiple genres that fall under the broad category of life writing seems indeed in 

accordance with the surge of interest, both popular and academic, that has involved 

Kahlo’s artistic production over the last three decades. Both her self-portraits and 

her self-writing show a tendency to shift from visual to verbal media. Her diary, 

which she began in the last decade of her life, is a painted diary with colorful 

drawings in-between the textual lines, whereas her paintings often include 

inscriptions on the canvas. Kahlo reveals a distinctive capacity to express herself 

through verbalized images and visualized languages: the interweaving of images 

and written text introduces an autobiographical voice rarely witnessed with such 

intensity. Kahlo’s “daring self-making as self-chronicling” can be read as “an 

avant-garde gesture performed publicly that expands the modes of self-

representation at a shifting matrix of visuality and textuality” (Smith and Watson, 

Introduction 3).3 Accordingly, her work has been defined “a visual autobiography—

a hybrid and transgressional genre” (Yang, “Pain and Painting” 121) that, blurring 

the boundaries between image and text, heralds a new genre in the construction of 

an autobiographical self. 

Such hybridity invites a reading of Kahlo’s work across different media, 

connecting the discursive with the visual. 4  This essay examines two major 

interpretations of the artist’s life: Frida. A Biography of Frida Kahlo by art critic 

Hayden Herrera (1983) and the film Frida (2002) directed by Julie Taymor and 

based on Herrera’s biography. The latter has achieved canonical status and is 

generally credited with being the source of renewed critical interest in Kahlo’s work. 

Since its publication, Frida has become a cult figure and several artists have created 

works inspired by her style. Thus, not only has Herrera’s summa been pivotal in 

                                                           
1 A prominent critic at Frida Kahlo’s first exhibition in Mexico (Amy Stechler, dir. The Life 

and Times of Frida Kahlo. Daylight Films. 2005). 
2 Kahlo left a legacy of over two hundred paintings, more than fifty of which are self-portraits. 
3 I am borrowing from what Smith and Watson wrote with reference to Tracey Emin’s My Bed 

(1998) in Introduction. 
4 For the notion of “visual/textual interface,” see Smith and Watson, Introduction. 
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providing much of the factual information about Kahlo’s life and works we still rely 

on, after more than three decades, it also determined both the narrative structure and 

dominant themes of most of the work on Kahlo that followed (Lent 70). From a 

structural point of view Herrera’s book presents Kahlo’s life story as an extended 

flashback within the framework of her physical decline and death.5 From a thematic 

standpoint, such a construction establishes “Kahlo’s personal suffering as the 

motivating force behind her representation of self as spectacle” (Lent 70). 

Following the conventions of the art-historical monograph, a dominant genre since 

the sixteenth century, when Giorgio Vasari recovered the form from antiquity, 

Herrera presents Kahlo’s artwork as a literal transcription of her lived reality, “an 

autobiography in paint” whose “peculiar intensity and strength . . . can hold the 

viewer in an uncomfortably tight grip” (xii).6 

Taking into account the specificities of the biography and the biopic genres 

and considering film adaptation as both a multilevel relationship and a dialogic 

process (Bruhn et al. 5), 7  I explore the ways in which empathy is elicited in 

Herrera’s and Taymor’s works, and focus in particular on the gaze articulated on 

the screen as it interacts with that of Kahlo’s biographer and with the artist’s own 

version(s) of herself. 

Questions of fact and fiction in the case of Kahlo are notoriously far from 

simple. Not only is Kahlo the subject of a number of biographies and creative 

narratives that have re-written her story in a variety of formats and media, but the 

historical Kahlo also created her own persona through painting, costume, and 

performances. In her use of repetitive series of self-images to tell her story through 

                                                           
5 The idea is emphasized in the film, that encloses the narration within the frame of Frida’s 

brave participation, when she was already devastated by illness and almost at the end of her life, 
to her first solo exhibition in Mexico City in the spring of 1953. 

6 Smith and Watson call attention to the fact that too often “the autobiographical” in visual and 
performance media by women artists is seen unproblematically as a transparent mirroring of the 
“real” life. They also note that “art critics and feminist art historians have often used biographical 
material to elucidate the autobiographical contexts and practice of women’s visual and 
performative self-representation. . . . That is, they place the emphasis on bios, the biographical life, 
to ‘explain’ the artist’s history; conversely, the artist’s life history is invoked to elucidate the 
work” (Introduction 8). This seems to be relevant to Herrera’s approach in her biography of 
Kahlo. 

7 As Márta Minier and Maddalena Pennacchia posit, “the biopic as a form appears to be the 
adaptation par excellence” (7). These scholars also point out that the process of adaptation is 
increasingly perceived as an intertextual one, and stress the opportunity of looking beyond the 
stale dichotomy of source and adaptation: “There is a complex case of intertextuality—and very 
often, intermediality—rather than a mere one-to-one correspondence between source and 
adaptation or straightforward one-way traffic from A to B” (7). 
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sequencing and juxtaposition, Kahlo staged a life narration in which the “I” is 

neither unified nor stable, but rather fragmented, provisional, multiple, and in 

process. Her work indeed illustrates the extent to which “[a]utobiographical 

narratives . . . do not affirm a ‘true self’ or a coherent and stable identity. They are 

performative, situated addresses that invite their readers’ collaboration in producing 

specific meanings for the ‘life’” (Smith and Watson, Introduction 11). Kahlo’s 

performative identity was also originally explored in a number of pictures taken by 

some of the most famous twentieth-century photographers (among them Edward 

Weston, Nickolas Muray, Imogen Cunningham, and Manuel Alvarez Bravo). These 

pictures seem to disguise more than reveal about Kahlo, who famously defined 

herself “la gran ocultadora” (the great concealer)—they disclose one of the artist’s 

most remarkable creations: the construction of her own image, as carefully 

conceived and crafted as one of her works of art.8 

To be sure, Kahlo’s manipulation of the camera to conceal what she preferred 

not to be seen and reveal the persona she wanted to display parallels the artist’s 

construction of her own image in her self-portraits. Yang asserts that “Kahlo’s 

paintings recast her existence in raw material” and “manipulate our perception more 

intensely than any discursive languages and any textual images” (125). Therefore, 

according to this scholar, Kahlo stages an “unprocessed self in its primordial form,” 

whose “intensity and directness surpass any biographic representation” (Yang, 

“Articulate Image” 315). Undaunted by the challenge of writing Kahlo’s biography, 

Herrera perceptively remarks:  

 
She was, in fact, one of the creators of her own legendary stature, and 

because she was so complex and so intricately self-aware, her myth is 

full of tangents, ambiguities, and contradictions. For that reason, one 

hesitates to disclose aspects of her reality that might undercut the 

image she created of herself. Yet the truth does not dispel the myth. 

After scrutiny, Frida Kahlo’s story remains every bit as extraordinary 

as her fable. (Frida xiii) 

 
Stressing the specific, personal, and deep-probing scope of Kahlo’s painting, 

Herrera notes that “to record the suffering caused by her husband she portrayed 

herself weeping, cracked open, and with her heart extracted and bleeding” (Sigal et 

al. 7). In the painting titled Memory (1937), for example, cupids seesaw on a ferrule 

that penetrates the gap left by her extracted heart. The “extraction” and exposure of 

                                                           
8 For a study of Kahlo’s photographs, see Hooks. 
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interior parts of Kahlo’s body makes visible and materializes the inner landscape of 

her soul. Her “monumental realism”—to borrow Diego Rivera’s words—

graphically turned the self inside out.9  

This supposedly unmediated presentation of the artist’s inner life raises a 

series of questions with regard to empathy and its elicitation in both the biography 

and the biopic under discussion. 10  In her seminal study on narrative empathy 

Suzanne Keen makes a distinction between fictional and non-fictional narratives, 

and argues that “the perception of fictionality releases novel-readers from the 

normal state of alert suspicion of others’ motives that often acts as a barrier to 

empathy.” As a result, the contract of fictionality offers readers “a no-strings-

attached opportunity for emotional transactions of great intensity” (Empathy 168). 

If we hold on to such a distinction between fictional and non-fictional narratives, 

how does the presumed or perceived non-fictionality of the biopic affect the 

viewers’ response?11 Also, is such a response complicated by the fact that Kahlo’s 

captivating power and extraordinary popularity reside in the representation of her 

inner self, translated into a recognizable and communicable form, directly appealing 

to the viewer? 

Granted that, regardless of its reliance on documentary evidence, 12  a 

biography is still an interpretation of its subject’s life, some generic distinctions 

between the biography and the biopic must be pointed out. It is well-known that the 

constraints on a biographer are more severe than those imposed on filmmakers, as 

the latter are allowed, or at times required, to draw from fiction to a greater degree 

than any serious publisher would accept. In a film, key events in the protagonist’s 

                                                           
9 In a 1943 article titled “Frida Kahlo and Mexican Art,” Diego Rivera wrote: “Frida’s art is 

individual-collective. Her realism is so monumental that everything has n dimensions. 
Consequently, she paints at the same time the exterior and interior of herself and her world” (qtd. 
in Yang, “Pain and Painting” 125). In the same essay, Rivera goes on to state that “Frida is the 
only example in the history of art of a woman who tears open her womb and her heart to recount 
the biological truth of what she feels inside them” (qtd. in Sigal et al. 155). 

10  “Kahlo’s paintings are at once ‘unmediated illustrations of biographic events’ . . . and 
evocations of an autobiographical psychodrama. The monumental realism reflects both her 
physical and psychic disintegration” (Yang, “Articulate Image” 319). 

11  A further issue that should be taken into account when dealing with biopics is that, 
paradoxically, “sometimes the potential for character identification and readers’ empathy 
decreases with sustained exposure to a particular figure’s thoughts or voice” (Keen, Empathy 96, 
emphasis in original)—an insight that has received preliminary confirmation from studies of the 
effect of point of view and voice-over in film (Andringa et al. 154-55). 

12 As Smith and Watson (Reading 6) point out, the life narrator and the biographer engage 
different kinds of evidence in writing a life. Typically, biographers incorporate multiple forms of 
evidence, including historical documents, interviews, and family archives, which are evaluated for 
validity. By contrast, life narrators mainly use personal memories as primary archival sources. 
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life can be emphasized, rewritten, or even invented, while others can be omitted to 

suit commercial requirements and a contemporary social and political agenda. This 

is clearly relevant to Julie Taymor’s Frida, which is a Hollywood production, 

designed for a mass audience, both domestic and international, and expected to 

conform to the strongly emotional nature of most Hollywood feature films.13  

Undeniably, Kahlo’s dramatic and adventurous life, and her remarkable 

personality make an ideal subject for a Hollywood movie. Also, her sustained 

interest in the self-portrait and her concentration on the face appear of no less 

importance. The use of the human face on film is a central component in what Carl 

Plantinga calls the scene of empathy. This kind of scene, typically framed in close-

up, “hearkens back to prelinguistic communication, ‘the expressive movement, the 

gesture that is the aboriginal mother-tongue of the human race’” (“The Scene” 239). 

In the scene of empathy, the prolonged concentration on the character’s face is not 

aimed simply to communicate information about character emotion. It is also, most 

importantly, intended to elicit empathetic emotions in the spectator. It is generally 

recognized that empathy is neither a simple process nor one clearly understood. As 

a consequence, its definition has been a vexed question. Empathy is not a single 

emotion but it incorporates varied sorts of emotional experiences. Scholars tend to 

agree that to empathize with another requires sharing her or his emotional 

experience.14 For the purpose of this article, I rely on Plantinga’s definition of 

empathy as “a capacity or disposition to know, feel, and to respond congruently to 

what another is feeling” (245). Plantinga also points out that empathy is not in itself 

an emotion, but rather a capacity or disposition to respond with concern to another’s 

situation, and often an accompanying tendency to have congruent emotions 

(Moving Viewers 98). Therefore, congruent emotions are the necessary and 

sufficient condition for empathy. Neither empathy nor the “affective congruence” 

on which empathy depends require the reader/viewer to experience the same 

emotions he or she imagines the character does (in other words, he or she is not 

required to identify with the character).15 

                                                           
13 For a convincing analysis of the cinematic production and reception of Frida through the 

theoretical concepts of cultural commodification and identity formation in the transnational 
“Global Hollywood” imaginary, see Molina Guzmán. See also Shaw, “Re-making” on the film’s 
concern with creating a fictional transnational artist and country (Mexico) that can be sold 
through the channels of global Hollywood. 

14 The early history of empathy as a subject of study emphasized both emotional contagion and 
aesthetic responses. Keen reports that the word empathy appeared in 1909 as a translation from 
the German Einfühlung, “which meant the process of ‘feeling one’s way into’ an art object or 
another person” (“A Theory” 64). 

15 On the problematic notion of identification in this context, see note 25 below. 
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Empathy, or lack thereof, seems to have been at the core of Kahlo’s 

preoccupations. Herrera reports that, almost at the end of her life, Frida said to her 

nurse: “Many of my good friends know I’ve been suffering all my life, but nobody 

shares the suffering, not even Diego. Diego knows how much I suffer, but to know 

is different from suffering with me” (Frida 401; emphasis in original). Herrera 

suggests that, by painting her own image again and again, Frida tried to attach 

people to her and to make her reality known (Sigal et al. 7). She stresses Kahlo’s 

intentionality in affecting her viewers: “Although Frida’s paintings served a private 

function, they were meant . . . to be accessible in their meaning. The magic of 

Frida’s art is . . . the magic of her longing for her images to have, like ex-votos, a 

certain efficacy: they were supposed to affect life” (Frida 258). The form she chose 

for her art testifies to such an intent. In contrast with the grand mural tradition of 

her time, of which Diego Rivera was an influential representative, Kahlo was a 

miniaturist who executed her canvases in tiny, meticulous brushstrokes. The small 

size of her works suited her personal subject: she painted intimate pictures inspired 

by the retablos, or small votive paintings of Mexican religious folk art. 

Still in relation to Kahlo’s ability to “affect” people, Herrera refers to Frida’s 

unflinching gaze in her self-portraits. Underlining her magnetism and “dramatic” 

features, the biographer reports that “[h]er eyes were dark and almond-shaped, with 

an upward slant at the outer edges. People who knew her well say Frida’s 

intelligence and humor shone in those eyes; they also say her eyes revealed her 

mood: devouring, bewitching, or skeptical and withering. There was always 

something about the piercing directness of her gaze that made visitors feel 

unmasked, as if they were being watched by an ocelot” (Frida x). Similarly, 

looking at Kahlo’s paintings the viewer feels as if the author were demanding 

something from us. Sarah M. Lowe—the author of an important study of Kahlo’s 

art and the editor of her diary—suggests that Kahlo addressed the core question of 

the masculine gaze within the canon of Western art practice: “Kahlo’s radical 

structuring of her self, her actual self-construction, marks a resistance to 

objectification rarely seen in art. She is, ironically, both the subject and the object of 

her own gaze.” 16  In an earlier article drawn from the catalogue of the 1982 

exhibition Frida Kahlo and Tina Modotti, Laura Mulvey remarked on how beauty 

was inextricably bound up with masquerade in Kahlo’s self-portraits. She wrote: 

“whatever the degree of pain implied . . . her face remains severe and expressionless 

with an unflinching gaze. . . . the imaginary look is that of self-regard, therefore a 

feminine, non-male and narcissistic look. There is neither coyness nor cruelty, none 

                                                           
16 Sarah M. Lowe. Frida Kahlo. New York: Universe, 1991. 11 (qtd. in Polaschek 97). 
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of the nuance necessary to the male eroticisation of the female look” (109). Other 

scholars have noted that Frida’s “implacable face” and “defiant features[,] stare at 

the viewer as though they were a mask, unrevealing of emotion” (Orban 168), and 

concluded that Kahlo’s paintings derive much of their power from the combination 

of personal physical suffering and her own impassive facial expression. Kahlo’s 

self-portraits do not offer a discernible surface of pain but a face that is intriguing, 

questioning and hard to decipher. Such inscrutability becomes a resistance strategy 

that Frida enacts by returning the gaze of the viewer, “a gesture that allows her to 

deflect the gaze that cast her as a victim” (Thompson 203). 

This aspect of Kahlo’s character is emphasized in the film, that runs counter 

to “popular theories that chose to latch on to the icon of Frida as a victim” (Taymor 

9)—it has been observed that, since the publication of Herrera’s biography,17 both 

scholarly and fictional works on Kahlo have tended to revolve around the 

deterioration of her body and her stormy ménage with Diego Rivera, routinely 

portraying her “as an archetypal suffering woman artist” (Polaschek 95).18 Early in 

the flashback sequences of Frida, the protagonist (played by Salma Hayek, who is 

also the film’s producer) is granted the power of the gaze when she is shown 

voyeuristically looking at Diego (and, unlike female voyeurs who are 

conventionally punished for transgressing the dominant scopic regime, Frida gets 

away with it). She is then revealed looking admiringly at her father’s photographs 

and, afterward, gazing at some murals in enthralled attention. Also, in the sequence 

that stages the party at Tina Modotti’s house, we see her observing intently both the 

scene and Modotti’s photographs. In the same sequence Frida and Tina (played by 

Ashley Judd) are framed as they dance a tango surrounded by a small crowd 

                                                           
17 Molina Guzmán observes that Herrera’s Frida “foregrounds Kahlo’s hyperheterosexuality 

and romantic attachment to Diego Rivera while eliding Kahlo’s gender, sexual, and Marxist 
politics” (239). She states that “[f]eminist and Chicana/o scholars have recuperated Kahlo from 
Herrera’s heteronormative terrain by highlighting her political work in support of land 
redistribution and the nationalization of private industries; privileged position in the Mexican 
Communist Party; activism in Mexico’s United Front for Women’s Rights group; ambivalent 
desire for children; and long-term romantic relationships with women” (239). 

18 Kahlo’s life was badly affected by a series of unfortunate events. In September 1925, when 
Frida was eighteen, a devastating bus accident turned her into a semi-invalid for the rest of her 
life. From 1925 on, she underwent frequent hospitalizations and surgeries (her situation was made 
more difficult by the fact that, at the age of six, she had contracted polio and was left with one leg 
shorter than the other). As a result of her injured pelvis, she also suffered several miscarriages and 
therapeutic abortions. However, the pains Kahlo endured were not only physical. She defined her 
stormy marriage to the famous Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, an unabashed philanderer, her 
“second accident.” In 1954 her right leg was amputated due to gangrene. Shortly later she died, 
perhaps committing suicide. 
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standing to watch them. In spite of the highly stylized and sexualized tango 

performance—and the heteronormativity informing Taymor’s representation of 

Frida—it is not only the male gaze in the film’s diegesis that is solicited in this 

scene. As the two women dance, they look away and then look into each other’s 

eyes, and the sequence ends with Frida kissing Tina on the mouth. Noting how the 

film generally undermines “the male Cartesian viewer’s position,” Geetha 

Ramanathan remarks that such “actions are outrageously out of the context of the 

traditional cabaretera, and seem to break with any kind of macho standard” (195).19 

Similarly, the film foregrounds visuality and iconicity, and downplays speech, in 

the passages reproducing Kahlo’s paintings. In fact, Taymor adapts the technique of 

portraiture to her film as a strategy to overcome the challenge posed by the 

representation of a woman artist in a visual medium where her role would risk 

being objectified as that of the female model of Western modernist art.20 

As mentioned earlier, overall the film reproduces the structure of the book. 

After the initial sequence depicting Frida in the final period of her life, the film cuts 

to Frida’s years as a student in the early 1920s and proceeds chronologically, 

charting the most important events in her life. Yet, as critics have noted, there are a 

number of areas in which Herrera’s text is rewritten for the purposes of the film. 

Among these, the most remarkable are the underplaying of Kahlo’s physical 

disability and the dilution of her anti-Americanism and Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist 

political positioning (Shaw, “Transforming” 300). As a matter of fact, in the 

foreword to Frida’s screenplay (which credits her biography as the film’s source 

text), Herrera writes: “[t]he Frida who came to life on film was separate from the 

                                                           
19 For a reading of this scene that suggests instead the dominance of the male gaze, see Shaw. 

Other scholars have noted that the representation of gender and sexuality in Taymor’s film 
follows the traditional convention of the male gaze in Hollywood’s discursive practice. As Ruiz-
Alfaro observes, in mainstream cinema, female homoeroticism generally appears in what Valerie 
Traub calls moments of ‘textual excess,’ ‘moments not required by the logic of plot,’ moments 
that do not add any relevance to the story but serve to reinforce even more the heterosexual code 
that structures the films’ narrative” (Traub 319, qtd. in Ruiz-Alfaro 1139). According to this 
scholar, in the tango scene the possibility of a lesbian subjective position emerges at the margins 
of the camera’s focus, as the dance introduces an element that directly interpolates Mexican 
singer and lesbian icon Chavela Vargas. In this view, her presence opens the door to “other 
readings and understandings [. . .] of an ‘other’ Frida” (Ruiz-Alfaro 1133). 

20 With respect to the pop-culture mania and cult of personality surrounding Kahlo, in an article 
published few months before the film’s release, Mencimer had warned that “Fridamania” reveals 
particular dangers for the work of women artists “who are treated as phenomena rather than 
simply as artists. Kahlo’s move into the cult of personality is a familiar pattern in which women 
stop being the artist and become the subject of art, transformed from a powerful creative force to 
an ideal of quietly suffering femininity.” 
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Frida in the pages of my book; she was a new creation” (Sigal et al. 7). In her 

comment, Herrera situates the filmic character within the realms of fiction—as 

opposed to the presumed authenticity of her biographical account—to justify the 

factual inaccuracies and elisions. Shaw highlights this point when she affirms that 

“commercial imperatives and generic patterns of mainstream US film production 

have led to the emergence of a new filmic character that deviates substantially from 

the historical subject” (“Transforming” 299). Likewise, Molina Guzmán asserts that 

“Taymor’s decision to minimize Kahlo’s leftist politics and foreground Hayek’s 

body, beauty, and sexuality inevitably made Kahlo a more consumable figure for 

domestic and global audiences and simultaneously reified Hollywood’s familiar 

constructions of Latina femininity, hypersexuality, and domesticity” (241). 

However, Herrera also states that the director’s visionary approach, 

combining the right mixture of imagination and sardonic wit, has kept Frida’s story 

from turning into a melodrama. She remarks that Taymor gives the film “a light 

touch without losing depth and without ignoring Kahlo’s dark imagination” (Sigal 
et al. 7). Moreover, Herrera praises Taymor for suggesting the artist’s creative 

process “by moving imaginatively between Kahlo’s paintings and the events and 

feelings that prompted them” (Sigal et al. 7, emphasis added). The film’s focus on 

re-enacting and attempting to grasp Kahlo’s feelings is stressed by Taymor as well. 

In her introduction to the screenplay, she affirms that she intended the audience to 

see “the emotional background that inspired [ . . . Kahlo’s] paintings.” Thus, rather 

than as an objective depiction of Kahlo’s life, the film is presented as a subjective 

account, told from Frida’s point of view, to convey an emotional truth. The director, 

however, also writes that she “didn’t want to do another painter-angst movie,” and 

points out that “Frida . . . celebrated her lament with humor and irony as she 

blended her physical and emotional landscape into a way of living” (Taymor 9). 

Accordingly, humor and irony are essential components of Taymor’s portrait of the 

artist. Contrary to what might be expected, even though both dispositions entail a 

certain degree of detachment, neither is incompatible with empathetic emotions 

“because both require knowledge of the plans and objectives of the characters, as 

well as their perception of the situation” (Tan 187). Nevertheless, it must be 

acknowledged that they introduce into the experience “a certain remoteness to the 

object that is lacking in the pure emotions (i.e. those uncolored by irony) such as 

sympathy, compassion, admiration, and vicarious embarrassment” (Tan 187). I 

posit that such “remoteness” in Taymor’s reading of Kahlo’s life encourages a more 

active involvement of the spectator, whose role appears to be inscribed in the 

structure of the film, as “ironic effects may have in common the fact that the 
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spectator or witness role reserved for the viewer is stressed in the situational 

meaning structure” (Tan 187). 

Taymor constantly brings Kahlo’s art to life incorporating a number of the 

famous canvases either as themselves or as trompe-l’oeil settings for the film’s 

action. Such a device produces an iconic effect that effectively halts the narrative 

momentum and addresses the viewer, who is asked to wonder at the scene. The film 

also stresses the “constructivist” aspect of Kahlo’s self-representation by repeatedly 

framing the mirror she used for her self-portraits. Frida lived surrounded by mirrors, 

which helped her keep a grasp of her sense of self. Painting the image she saw 

reflected in the mirror strengthened what she perceived to be her tenuous hold on 

life.21 The mirror allowed Kahlo to achieve a sense of wholeness and keep at bay 

her chronic feelings of fragmentation. At the same time, it allowed her to be 

separated from herself and to become her own witness.22 Such splitting of herself 

into two entities—“the viewer and the viewed, the spectator and the spectacle, the 

observer and the observed, the subject and the object”—gives way to an ironical 

duality, a “self-stylized doubling” (Yang, “Pain and Painting” 128), that is 

emphasized in the film. 

In her Frida, Taymor aims at bringing into play what, in her view, Kahlo 

herself was willing to reveal through her paintings. In line with this purpose, she 

attempts to convey the meaning of Kahlo’s fantastical imagery from inside out. In 

film studies, point of view is often considered a key factor in influencing the 

audience’s understanding and emotional involvement. According to most narrative 

theories, internal focalization, providing access to the character’s mind, is 

conducive to a greater degree of viewers’ empathy. 23  The film’s production 

designer, Felipe Fernández Del Paso, has illustrated how the camera movements 

were employed in the endeavor to enter the film’s rendering of Frida’s mind and 

extract the thoughts and visions from which her paintings would originate. Another 

important method for emphasizing the film’s take on Frida’s subjectivity was 

provided by the recreation of Kahlo’s works in 3-D paintings that come to life and 

                                                           
21 Recalling that she kept a mirror attached to the canopy of her bed throughout innumerable 

convalescences, Peter Schjeldahl observes that “few people in history have known any face the 
way Kahlo [did]” (qtd. in Yang, “Pain and Painting” 128). For an analysis of the meaning of 
mirrors in Kahlo’s life and work, see Grimberg. 

22 Referring to Kahlo’s What the Water Gave Me (1938), a painting in which the mirror is 
represented by the water in a bathtub, Julien Levy reports that she “talked about the perspective of 
herself that is shown in this painting . . . philosophically, her idea was about the image of yourself 
that you have because you do not see your own head. The head is something that is looking, but 
not seen. It is what one carries around to look at life with’” (qtd. in Herrera, Frida 260). 

23 For a study that questions this widely held assumption, see Andringa et al. 
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interact with the protagonist. Such scenes were shot with a motion control device in 

order to enhance the magical effect of the design. As the director has stated: “In 

conceptualizing the film, I envisioned juxtaposing period realism with a naïve and 

surreal approach to what could be called 3-D live paintings. Elements of her 

paintings would unfold before your eyes as Frida was experiencing them in a both 

literal and subconscious manner” (9).24 Hence, much like Kahlo’s, Taymor’s aim is 

to affect the viewer’s response to Kahlo’s works. Her strategy consists in having 

each painting make its way into the film from a specific emotional event that serves 

as a catalyst. Intimacy is further encouraged by the film’s soundtrack, mainly 

scored with melodies or tunes. In the film’s published screenplay, the composer 

Elliot Goldenthal, who earned an Academy Award for Best Original Score for 

Frida, states that “to achieve additional intimacy, [he] chose a small ensemble of 

acoustic instruments”—mainly guitars—which provided the full range of lyricism 

and percussion he needed (Sigal et al. 153). It can be assumed that such strategies 

activate a virtuous empathetic circle in the viewers, since “[t]here is a two-way 

relationship between sympathy [a major empathetic emotion] and an understanding 

of the feelings of protagonists. Sympathy for protagonists is fostered by providing 

the viewer with a better insight into their inner life. This sympathy—both the 

emotion and the disposition—also increases the viewer’s inclination to delve into 

the psyche of the protagonist” (Tan 182).  

Moreover, borrowing from Keen’s “Empathetic Narrative Techniques” and 

applying them to film, it can be argued that narrative devices like the ones described 

above produce foregrounding effects at the level of form that unsettle the biopic 

conventions (in particular its linear narrative and historicity), slow the pace of 

narration and invite more active viewing that opens the way for empathy (Empathy 

94). And if, on the one hand, these sequences have the effect of distancing the 

viewer25—who may wonder about the particular significance of the images in 

“nonempathetic amazement” or “fascination” (Tan 174-75)—on the other hand, 

staging the fantastic dimension of Kahlo’s creation process, they call for the 

“suspension of disbelief” needed by fiction readers (and viewers) to align 

                                                           
24 Analyzing Kahlo’s personal brand of surrealism, and emphasizing the causal relationship 

between Kahlo’s art and life, Herrera writes: “her fantasy was a product of her temperament, life, 
and place; it was a way of coming to terms with reality, not of passing beyond reality into another 
realm. Her symbolism was almost always autobiographical and relatively simple” (Frida 258). 

25 Plantinga writes that viewers can both respond to characters emotionally and maintain some 
critical distance. “Our modular minds are capable of multiple, ambiguous, and even conflicting 
responses” (Moving Viewers 127). 
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themselves with and give allegiance to a narrative or character, thus presumably 

promoting their empathetic response.26 

Besides, while these sequences downplay the most emotionally charged and 

dramatic parts of Kahlo’s biography, they also represent the events of Kahlo’s life 

from the protagonist’s subjective point of view, thereby encouraging character 

engagement or identification.27 In a film where emotions are frequently conveyed 

through portraits (and not exposed through extreme close-ups as in melodrama), 

one of the last scenes frames Frida’s face in a dissolve close-up with images of her 

most famous paintings superimposed over it. Reducing the viewer’s emotional 

involvement in the scene of empathy, this shot illustrates how Taymor’s use of the 

close-up plays on the involuntary processes of emotional contagion, and at the same 

time discourages contagion through various distancing strategies that stress the 

constructive and subjective nature of the film. In other words, we are reminded that 

what we are viewing is only one possible interpretation of Frida Kahlo—Taymor’s 

recreation of Kahlo’s self. Another case in point is the opening sequence in which 

Frida is shown dressed in her flamboyant costume while she is lying on her bed and 

being taken to her exhibit—a sequence that stands as a self-referential theatrical 

metaphor for both Kahlo’s inclination for performance and the film’s own 

inherently fictional nature. The same happens in the sequence of the fateful bus 

accident and the ensuing hospitalization of Frida, in which Taymor says she wanted 

to reflect Frida’s complex and intimate relationship with death (43).28 The scene is 

                                                           
26 However, according to Plantinga, “emotions do not necessarily depend on belief” (Moving 

Viewers 77), since “[s]ympathetic or antipathetic emotions arise from the spectator’s assessment 
of a narrative situation primarily in relation to a character’s concerns, goals, and well-being. Such 
emotions as happiness, sadness, compassion, anger, pity, and fear are characteristically 
sympathetic emotions, as we are happy or sad for a character, or angry and fearful with, for, or at 
them. While through various forms of empathy . . . we can share these emotions in part, our 
response is always differently inflected, typically more sympathetic than empathetic. That is, I 
may empathize with a character, but my response is never purely and solely sympathetic, for the 
reason that I perceive the situation from my particular perspective rather than ‘from the inside’” 
(Moving Viewers 72; emphasis in original). 

27 The term identification is, in fact, misleading, since it implies a losing of the self in the other, 
whereby our identity as a separate individual momentarily becomes lost or weakened as we 
identify with a character on the screen. Plantinga observes that, if this experience is certainly 
possible, it is not the only way to engage with characters. As viewers, we most commonly engage 
with characters from the external perspective of a separate self. The broader and more neutral 
term character engagement is therefore to be preferred as it is able to convey the wide variety of 
experiences that connote our orientation toward characters, ranging from empathy to antipathy, 
from sympathy to indifference (“The Scene” 244). 

28 “Humor was ever present with Frida as she mocked her intimate relationship with death: ‘La 
Pelona’ translated as ‘The Bald One’” (Taymor 43). Carlos Fuentes explains that, as opposed to 
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referred to as “The Hospital Nightmare” in the screenplay and features cartoonish 

skeleton puppets of doctors and nurses discussing Frida’s condition in distorted 

sounds. Inspired by the Mexican Day of the Dead ritual and its imagery, as well as 

by the papier-mâché figurines Frida collected all her life, Taymor envisions “a 

comic, grotesque and highly theatrical scene of the hospital, replete with skeletons 

of beds, nurses, doctors, medical instruments and bones” (43). An admirer of the 3-

D stop animation of the Brothers Quay, Taymor commissions them for the creation 

of this sequence. Employing the collage technique that is typical of Kahlo’s work, 

Taymor subsequently cuts the Quay Brothers’ raw footage into an impressionistic 

sequence that at once disturbs and teases the audience with how the storytelling will 

unfold (43). The scene is preceded by a surreal, slow-motion sequence that evokes 

the bus accident and culminates with the highly aestheticized (and admittedly 

problematical) image of Frida, framed as she is lying partly unclothed and bloodied, 

showered by the powdered gold pigment carried by another passenger—“Terrible 

beauty, changed utterly,” to borrow Carlos Fuentes’ words (Taymor 12). 

The 1930s New York montage is another animated sequence that can be read 

as a self-reflexive gesture inviting viewers to critically reflect on what they are 

watching. It is a long black-and-white photo-montage, composed using period 

photography, real historic stock footage, re-created documentary-style footage, and 

parodies of old films, evoking Frida and Diego’s travels in the United States. The 

director of photography, Rodrigo Prieto, has pointed out that, in these scenes as 

well, their aim was to represent “a subjective experience, as seen through Frida’s 

eyes” (Sigal et al. 86). The whole sequence is played under Frida’s voice over and 

Diego’s interviews, forming an ironic counterpoint as they comment on life in the 

United States (or, as Frida calls it, “Gringolandia”):  

 

DIEGO (V.O.). Magnificent. There is no reason why any artist born in 

our two continents should go to Europe for inspiration. It is all 

here—the might, the power, the energy, the sadness, the glory and 

the youthfulness of our American lands. 

FRIDA. I see the majesty that Diego sees, but all that American 

comfort is a myth. While the rich drink their cocktailitos, thousands 

are starving. (Sigal et al. 86) 

 

                                                                                                                                              
the European conception of death as finality, Mexicans conceive of death as their origin (23). 
Lowe writes that a close relationship with death characterizes Mexican fatalism. Death is feared, 
but also mocked and shown as ludicrous by the repetition of its image (262). 
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In the same sequence a snippet of the 1933 film King Kong (the passage in which 

Kong climbs the Empire State Building) is on the screen of a movie theater, while 

Frida watches smiling and happily munching popcorn. As the camera moves back 

to the screen, King Kong has become Diego and, on the top of the building, Frida, 

recoiling in terror, has replaced the actress Fay Wray. The blatant parody staged in 

this scene is yet another reminder that the Frida on screen is not the real Frida. The 

filmmakers’ effort to convey the artist’s subjective point of view results in a 

surrealistic emphasis on the fantastic element in the narrative. 

In addition to these sequences, which call into question the status of 

photography and film as factual documents, Frida is interspersed throughout with a 

series of tableaux vivants—two-dimensional paintings (reproductions of Kahlo’s 

works or inspired by them) that dissolve into three-dimensional action, or vice-

versa. Like the famous wedding portrait, titled Frida and Diego Rivera (1931), 

which morphs into live action as the figurines become real and walk out of the 

painting. While the reverse happens in the scene representing Frida/Hayek as a tiny 

figurine standing in the center of a plain of dark ravines in her steel corset, with a 

split in her torso like an earthquake fissure. Hayek’s impersonation of The Broken 

Column (1944) then dissolves into a 3-D recreation of the painting, and we see the 

nails enter the body to match the painting. Then a real hand enters the frame, 

painting real tears onto the eyes (Sigal et al. 146). As the camera pulls back, we see 

Frida adding the details on the canvas, tied to her wheelchair and with a cigarette 

between her lips. 

Taymor has explained that these transitions were meant to suggest what she 

terms the “abstract seeds” of Khalo’s paintings. Even Frida’s death is “crystallized 

as a Frida Kahlo-styled painting” (Polaschek 85). In the final scene, her last diary 

entry appears on the screen: “I hope the exit is joyful—and I hope never to return.” 

Such a moving inscription is juxtaposed with a tableau vivant illustrating her death 

in a celebratory manner. We see a long-shot of a two-dimensional self-portrait of 

Frida lying in her bed while it floats in mid-air with a Judas skeleton hovering on its 

canopy.29 

As Polaschek notes, scenes like the ones described above “function as 

‘Brechtian ruptures’ to disrupt the narrative and foreground the subjectivity inherent 

in the film” (99). Yet, as we have seen, in Frida such self-reflexive interruptions do 

not produce the Brechtian effect of estrangement or alienation but invite the 

spectator to take part in the construction of the film’s meaning. Undermining any 

                                                           
29 For this hand-painted animated sequence the filmmakers drew inspiration from Kahlo’s The 

Dream (1940) and took liberty in creating a final image of Frida with a last little smile on her face. 
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pretense of historical accuracy, Taymor’s biopic re-frames our inherited narratives 

of Frida Kahlo. It exemplifies a broader trend in contemporary women’s cinema to 

“deconstruct the processes of history and biography by foregrounding [the film’s] 

narrative as an act of revision” (Polaschek 81-82). Participating in such a process of 

re-vision, the spectator is called upon to play her role by means of a more active 

viewing that may be both cause and effect of an empathetic engagement with the 

narrative. 

Even though both Herrera’s and Taymor’s accounts of Kahlo call attention to 

the autobiographical as the painter’s artistic origin and preferred mode, the film 

more significantly emphasizes the performative quality of Kahlo’s self-

representation or “enacted life narration.” 30  Frida shows that, working at the 

interface of multiple modes that encode the autobiographical, Kahlo produced 

different versions of herself which both mimicked and questioned the notion of 

autobiography’s authenticity. Engaging viewers in this self-reflexive and multiply 

refracted narrative, it teases us about the limits and possibilities of re-presentation 

of the “real” life in auto/biographical acts. 
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