


JCAF is an academic research institute, a 
platform for museum exhibitions and an 
innovative technology laboratory.

We are a centre for academic research. 
JCAF engages with influential thinkers and 
forms partnerships with professionals and 
academics locally and internationally to 
provide exceptional artistic programming 
and generate knowledge. Our exhibitions 
are curated according to a theme and 
include a film and music programme. 
We arrange cultural discussions and will 
publish a journal that follows a structured 
research methodology. JCAF explores 
the intersection of art and technology 
to create an integrated and immersive 
experience for visitors. It is a future-oriented 
institution, with online bookings, a website 
portal, an interactive touchscreen wall 
and an exhibition app that aims to foster a 
rewarding personal encounter between the 
visitor and the artwork, and to encourage 
exploration and intellectual engagement.

JCAF is a foundation dedicated to research, 
technology and art. As a hybrid institution, 
JCAF combines an academic research institute, 
an innovative technology laboratory and a 
platform for museum-quality exhibitions. JCAF 
is a non-collecting foundation, which does not 
own art or house a private art collection. Our 
ethos is to advance the appreciation of modern 
and contemporary art through the production, 
sharing and preservation of knowledge.
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Over a period of three years, beginning in 2020, JCAF has embarked on 
a programme that has profiled women artists. The aim is to historicise 
contemporary practice through a generational teleology beginning with the 
contemporary and concluding with modernism. Germane to this is the idea 
of repositioning art, its practice and history, in relation to the Global South 
by focusing on artists from this region and presenting their artworks to local 
audiences who may never have the opportunity to see a Frida Kahlo painting or 
an artwork by Amrita Sher-Gil in person. Thus, the exhibition has been curated 
as a poetic reflection on each of the artists, retaining their biographical narratives 
while amplifying their individual artistic dispositions through a single portrait 
painting. It is what I refer to as a big show in a small space.

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to the lenders of this exhibition 
and our partners who have believed in this project, in particular the Harry 
Ransom Center (Director Stephen Enniss, Curator Tracy Bonfitto, Registrar Ester 
Harrison); The Ministry of Culture, Government of India, and the National Gallery 
of Modern Art, New Delhi (Director General Adwaita Gadanayak, Director 
Temsunaro Jamir, Curator Meghna Vyas Arora); the Museo Frida Kahlo (General 
Coordinator Perla Labarthe Álvarez and Exhibitions Coordinator Claudia Andrea 
Romo, and General Coordinator Museo Diego Rivera-Anahuacalli María Teresa 
Moya Malfavón); the Sher-Gil Sundaram Arts Foundation (Vivan Sundaram); 
PHOTOINK (Director Devika Daulet-Singh); the George Eastman Museum and 
Archives; and the Nickolas Muray Photo Archives (Mimi Muray Levitt).

— Clive Kellner

This exhibition is the culmination of four years of research, travel 
and loan negotiations. Beginning in 2018, I travelled to New Delhi to 
undertake research on the Indian modernist painter Amrita Sher-
Gil, with the assistance of the artist Vivan Sundaram (the nephew of 
Amrita Sher-Gil) and his wife, scholar and critic Geeta Kapur. This 
trip afforded the opportunity to view most of Sher-Gil’s paintings, 
which are housed at the National Gallery of Modern Art (NGMA). 
In Mexico I undertook research at the Museo Frida Kahlo (Casa 
Azul) and the Dolores Olmedo Museum and then travelled to several 
museums across the US with the purpose of securing a loan of a Frida 
Kahlo painting. All the museums said no with the exception of the 
Harry Ransom Center at the University of Austin, Texas.

Foreword

Fritz Henle, Frida Outside the Church (1936)



Leon Levson, Portrait of Irma Stern, Johannesburg (early 1930s)Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita, Simla, India (c. 1935)
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In other words, we are still drawn to great paintings 
because they have the power to convey great stories: 
about the artist’s life, about the subject matter or about 
the context in which the work is produced. And what 
more interesting stories could there be than those about 
the lives and works of Frida Kahlo, Amrita Sher-Gil and 
Irma Stern?

Frida Kahlo (1907–1954) was born Magdalena Carmen 
Frida y Calderón in Coyocoán, Mexico City, Mexico to an 
immigrant German father, Wilhelm (Guillermo) Kahlo and 
a Spanish-Mexican indigenous mother, Matilde Calderón. 
Amrita Sher-Gil (1913–1941) was born in Budapest, 
Hungary to an aristocratic Sikh Indian father, Umrao 
Singh Sher-Gil and a Hungarian-Jewish mother, Marie 
Antoinette Gottesmann. Irma Stern (1894–1966) was 
born in Schweizer-Reneke, (then) Transvaal, South Africa 
to immigrant German-Jewish parents. 

Writing about Sher-Gil and Kahlo, Geeta Kapur points out 
that their mixed heritage is inevitably represented in their 
work and that Kahlo, in particular, “persistently painted 
representations of her dual identity.”3 This exhibition 
asks how these three pioneering artists explore this 
multiplicity in portraits of themselves and others? 

The lives of Kahlo, Sher-Gil and Stern overlap in a  
decade that lay between the two World Wars. From 
approximately 1930 to 1941, they were all affected in 
various ways by the grand unfolding of historical events 
between the end of colonialism and the advent of 
nationalism in Mexico, India, South Africa and the Congo.

According to Andrea Kettenmann, “Frida Kahlo 
apparently decided that she and the new Mexico were 
born at the same time.”4 She so identified with the 
Mexican Revolution of 1910 to 1920 that she gave her 
birth date as 1910 when it was in fact 1907. 

According to Andrés Henestrosa, the new Mexico was partly predicated on 
a rediscovery of pre-colonial indigenous culture: “During the 1920s, artists, 
intellectuals and politicians found in Tehuana the perfect symbol to represent a 
new inspired, post-revolutionary Mexico.”5 Although she was a member of the 
Mexican Communist Party and she and her husband Diego Rivera hosted Leon 
Trotsky in their home, Kahlo never produced paintings of a directly political 
nature. Rather, her work is more focused on representing personal trauma and her 
experiences as a woman. 

Sher-Gil’s relation to the modernising Indian state is perhaps of a more personal 
nature. She was from an aristocratic Indian family, was born in Hungary and studied 
in Paris. According to Kapur, when Sher-Gil came of age, “there were several 
simultaneous efforts to establish an alternative, historically valid modernism 
in India. Although she remained ignorant of those efforts, Sher-Gil made her 
distinct contribution by placing the problem of representing the ‘other’ in terms 
of ethnicity, class and gender, and thence within a national context.”6 Sher-Gil 
blended European and Indian aesthetic elements by introducing new expressive 
aspects into modern Indian art, foregrounding the personal and intimate rather 
than directly representing the rise of Indian nationalism and anti-British sentiment.

South Africa during the same period was under colonial rule. Samuel Stern, the 
painter’s father, was imprisoned by the British during the Anglo-Boer war. Several 
years later, Stern herself returned to Cape Town having studied in Berlin and come 
into contact with German Expressionism. Cape Town was very provincial at the 
time, dominated by figures such as Edward Roworth, director of the Michaelis Art 
School and subsequently of the National Gallery. According to Marion Arnold, 
Roworth’s “espousal of traditional British values and his confident pronouncements 
on the evils of ‘modern art’ endorsed safe visual formulae.”7 Stern held her first 
solo exhibition in Cape Town in 1922 and Arnold observes that, “her depictions 
of black people were considered audacious at the time and her use of modernist 
style was seen as socially subversive.”8 

The dominant subject in Kahlo’s paintings is the artist herself. “I paint myself,” 
she observed, “because I am what I know best.”9 Her fifty-five self-portraits give 
expression, on one hand, to a Mexican identity known as ‘Mexicanidad’, one 
imbued with pre-Columbian cultural references and symbols. On the other 
hand, they depict an inner subjective realm emanating out of several traumatic 
experiences. At the age of six, she suffered from polio, and at eighteen she was in a 
devastating bus accident that resulted in injuries that plagued her throughout her 
life, including causing gangrene in her right foot and a miscarriage. But despite 
her persistent self-representation, Kahlo remains a contradiction. In her diary, she 
refers to herself as “la gran ocultadora”, the great concealer, no doubt in reference 
to the mask-like appearance of her self-portraits. She gazes out of these paintings, 
unsmiling and in a three-quarter pose. 
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The idea that art has the power to inspire and transform in such 
a way as to affect us emotionally is no longer very prevalent. 
Instead, art has taken a commodified ‘turn’ such that individual 
works are assessed in terms of their monetary value, the 
standing of the artist and the work’s ability to shock or entertain. 
But as John-Paul Stonard points out, “Great paintings are ends 
and beginnings wrapped in one.”2

Geeta Kapur

Our stress is on what forms the 
grain of these women’s struggles. 
How were their worlds shaped? we 
ask. How have they turned figures, 
plots, narratives, lyrical and fictional 
projects set up for different purposes 
to their use? With what cunning did 
they press into service objects coded 
into cultural significations indifferent 
or hostile to them? How did they tread 
their oblique paths across competing 
ideological grids, or obdurately hang 
on to illegitimate pleasure? What 
forms did their dreams of integrity or 
selfhood take?1
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Her self-portraits convey her female experience, but also raise questions about 
the construction of new modern identities evolving in Mexico at that time.

Kahlo painted Self-Portrait with Hummingbird and Thorn Necklace (1940) after 
her divorce from Rivera and at the end of her affair with photographer Nickolas 
Muray. The work reflects the influence of her mestizo heritage, and the Catholic 
symbol of the thorns is combined with Kahlo’s indigenismo politics, which is 
suggested by the ‘natural’ elements of flowers, leaves, cat and monkey. The 
artist’s pet spider monkey, Fulang Chang is a recurring motif in her work, which 
some suggest represents the children she was unable to have (Kahlo was well 
aware that in Aztec civilisation monkeys were symbols of fertility.) Here, Kahlo’s 
complex identity is foregrounded, and shown to be a hybrid repository: of the 
modern and natural worlds, and of the religious and the secular.

Three Girls (1935)

Three Girls is the first painting Sher-Gil did upon her return to India in 1935. 
She was on holiday when she met her nieces at her grandparents’ home in 
Amritsar and she painted the three sisters, Beant, Narwair and Gurbhajan Kaur 
with repeated sittings over a period of two to three weeks. The three young 
women are contained in a pose that suggests a contemplative melancholy and 
the modesty required of girls at the time. Art historians see them as symbols 
of patience and submission. This work demonstrates a move away from the 
academic style of painting, and signals a strong identification with the subject. 
Sher-Gil observes of the painting that, “I am personally trying to be, through 
the medium of line, colour and design, an interpreter of the life of the people, 
particularly the life of the poor and sad.”17 Yashodhara Dalmia writes: “The 
lines and forms were a continuation of her years abroad, as the figures stood 
together in a studio pose, but their grave expressions, their sense of being at 
once together and isolated, would become the key motif of all her paintings in 
India.”18 The paintings that follow reflect a growing ambition to create a modern 
style of painting that is at once quintessentially Indian yet entirely her own. 

Watussi Woman in Red (1946)

Stern’s portraits of mostly Black subjects generally fall into two categories: 
portraits of people in her cultural and social milieu in Cape Town, and portraits 
of people she encountered during her travels to Zanzibar (1939–1945) and the 
Congo (1942–1955), which reflect the cultural, social and religious diversity of 
Central and East Africa. Arnold points out that, “there is a disjunction between 
Stern’s groups of figures and her portraits. In the former she generalises; 
in the latter she particularises.”19 Significantly, Stern was a prolific portrait 
painter who never painted a self-portrait. Arnold suggests that she “projected 
and transformed her internal pain”20 by constructing identities of others that 
reflected her own experience.

The art historian Liza Blakewell comments on the multiple identities at play in 
Kahlo’s work:

What was it to be Mexican? Modern, yet Pre-Columbian, young yet 
old; anti-Catholic yet Catholic, Western yet New World; developing yet 
underdeveloped; independent yet colonized, mestizo not Spanish or 
Indian.10

In Sher-Gil we see too that the artist is grappling with various aspects of her 
own identity. “I can only paint in India,” she wrote to her father in 1934. “Europe 
belongs to Picasso, Matisse, Braque and the rest. India belongs only to me.”11 
Sher-Gil’s early paintings, such as Self-Portrait as Tahitian, made while she was 
studying in Paris, clearly reflect the influence of the French academy and of the 
European artists whose work she encountered. By contrast, her later depictions of 
predominantly Indian women suggest a re-imagining of modern Indian painting 
and of “the emblematic self-hood of a woman protagonist.”12

In many of her self-portraits, of which she produced twenty, Sher-Gil grapples with 
an identity caught between European and Indian experiences. After a long trip 
through India, however, she reflected that her “artistic mission” was: ”to interpret 
the life of Indians, and particularly of the poor Indians, pictorially, to paint those 
silent images of infinite submission and patience.”13 Though not unproblematic 
in its representation of poor people as ‘submissive’, this statement nonetheless 
points to an understanding by the artist that her work has political significance.

Similarly, Stern’s portraits are infused with her personal history and experience. 
She inhabited both Europe and Africa, Berlin and Cape Town. At five she 
developed a form of ophthalmia, which she described as an experience of 
“darkness and sadness.”14 As a result of her father’s imprisonment during the 
Anglo-Boer war, the family moved to Germany and during World War I, Stern was 
an active member of the Novembergruppe in Berlin. 

But she wrestled with a sense of physical inferiority, writing to her German 
friend Trude Bosse in 1921, “my body bothers me – I am afraid of the eyes of 
strangers.”15 Being Jewish and a woman also presented her with difficulties on her 
return to the colonial Cape, where she felt that she was an outsider. 

Self Portrait with Hummingbird and Thorn Necklace (1940)

Kahlo did not draw inspiration from the world’s art centres in Paris, London and 
New York, but rather from the popular traditions and the indigenous people of 
Mexico. Her own identity was the motif around which her artistic expression was 
formed. “I portray myself,” she said. The exhibition focuses on this aspect of her 
work: the construction of an identity with reference to Tehuana costumes and the 
embroidered huipils (blouses) of Oaxaca. Corrine Anderson argues that, “on the 
one hand, Kahlo’s paintings reflect the nationalist ideology of post-revolutionary 
Mexico with the re-evaluation of indigenous and past traditions, on the other 
hand … through personal introspection [Kahlo] sought to redefine the modern 
mestizo … the evocation of the Aztec and Zapotec, and the imagery of folk 
Mexico.”16 
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Watussi Woman in Red (1946) was painted around the time of Stern’s second 
trip to the Congo in 1946. It is a portrait of a young woman dressed in red, set 
against a lush yellow background. During the period in which Stern painted 
the portrait, the Watussi dynasty was being transformed by the occupation of 
another royal dynasty, that of King Leopold of Belgium who had colonised the 
Congo. According to Carol Kaufmann, “the historical significance of Stern’s 
work offers illuminating insights into the artist’s sympathetic engagement with 
real individuals, rather than idealised types.”21 The young woman depicted 
in the painting is Princess Emma Bakayishonga, sister of King Mutara III 
Rudahigwa (1912–1959). Her family status is denoted by the glass-beaded 
hoop necklace around her neck. It is a masterful painting that depicts not only 
the exterior beauty but also the interiority of the sitter, who appears caught in 
her own thoughts. According to Kaufmann, “Aspiring to be lithe and beautiful 
and knowing that she was not, Stern projects her concept of female beauty 
onto the forms she creates. In this process of unconscious transference she 
renders her internalised self-concept of female beauty.”22

Geeta Kapur asks, “What happens to the mutual address of subjectivities in the 
figural field of an easel painting … what happens to the meeting-of-the-eyes 
dictum of oriental aesthetics … when it is made contemporary and contiguous 
to the real-life viewer and before the alien gaze of the male colonial presence?” 
Her answer is, “what happens among other things is that a new history of 
the corporeal image develops. It substantiates itself through the indigenous 
body, through a kind of ethnographic allegory.”23 We see this in Kahlo, Sher-
Gil and Stern, who all construct a self through an imagined identification 
with indigenous women. Drawing from modalities of traditional cultures they 
create modernising hybrid identities against the backdrop of new nationalisms 
evolving across three continents in the Global South. These were not artists 
who reacted against the world through direct political commentary or activism. 
Instead, they sought to express personal experience as a representation of 
political realities as they experienced them, but in the process offering various 
identities as a way of transcending the purely personal. 

Kahlo transformed her own pain and suffering by representing herself as 
indigenous icon. Sher-Gil located her identity in the poor and silenced, but in 
the process helped to formulate Indian modernist painting. Stern evoked the 
Black body as a translation of her impoverished self-image but at the same 
time created a space for herself as a pioneer of South African modernism. 

Great paintings are ends and beginnings wrapped in one. This exhibition 
presents a single great painting by each of these extraordinary artists that 
shows not only how they were shaped by the histories that made them, but 
how they too helped to shape history. 
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Amrita Sher-Gil lived in India at different periods of 
her life: as a child between 1921 and 1926 and then 
again in her short adulthood from 1934 until her death 
in 1941. After her family emigrated from Hungary, she 
lived in Shimla (called Simla until 1972), a city at the 
foot of the Himalayan mountains.

HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

In 1911, Díaz‘s thirty-five-year dictatorship came to 
an end, followed by his immediate exile. Throughout 
this period until Lázaro Cárdenas’s presidency in 
1938, Mexico experienced violent conflict and a rapid 
turnaround of political figures, as different sections of the 
revolutionary movement fought for national control. 

The 1920s in Mexico were characterised by change that 
was reflected in shifts in government policy with regard 
to culture. José Vasconcelos, who had participated in 
the coup against Díaz, became Mexico’s first minister of 
education for Álvaro Obregón’s government in 1920. 
Many identify this moment in Mexican history as a 
‘national rebirth’. Vasconcelos wanted education to be 
focused on “our blood, our language and our people.” 
During his term, he ordered thousands of rural schools 
to be built, equipped libraries, changed policies in order 
for philosophy books to be made available at accessible 
prices, and commissioned muralists such as Diego 
Rivera, José Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros 
to paint government buildings.

In 1915 Mahatma Gandhi returned from South Africa 
where he had advocated for the rights of Indian 
people. He continued this work in India, advocating 
against the unjust caste system. In 1920, he started a 
non-cooperation movement against British rule but this 
lost momentum after two years when violent events 
deterred the pacifist activists. Finally, in 1929 Jawaharlal 
Nehru was made president of the Indian National 
Congress (INC) and the Complete Independence 
Campaign for emancipation from British colonial rule 
began. Sher-Gil befriended Nehru in the mid-1930s. 

After various political movements such as the Quit 
India Campaign, British colonial rule officially came to 
an end in 1947 and the subcontinent was divided into 
present-day India and Pakistan. The parliament of the 
United Kingdom passed the Indian Independence Act 
and Jawaharlal Nehru became the nation’s first prime 
minister.

I

II

III

IV

In 1910, shortly after Frida Kahlo was born, the 
Mexican Revolution began. A series of uprisings to 
destabilise General Porfirio Díaz’s dictatorship united 
different regions of the country with one common 
objective: the struggle for a popular government. 
With Chihuahua under the command of Pancho Villa, 
and Morelos under Emiliano Zapata, a new period in 
Mexican history commenced. 
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V

VI

Irma Stern grew up between Germany and South 
Africa (where her paintings of Black people did 
not find favour). She enjoyed relative freedom of 
movement amongst communities of people in South 
Africa whose mobility was scrutinised and regulated 
by passbooks and draconian laws curtailing many 
aspects of Black life. 

Central to Stern’s practice were her travels through the 
African continent. She spent time in the Congo, visiting 
Elizabethville, now Lubumbashi (a migrant city like 
Johannesburg, segregated by race and class), and in 
Rwanda, where she documented both the queen and 
princess of the Watussi. 

At the time, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
was known as the Belgian Congo under control of the 
Belgium Kingdom, having previously been a ‘private 
colony’ of King Leopold II. Stern visited in the aftermath 
of Leopold’s reign and during the colonial rule of 
Belgium. During her travels, she would have come into 
contact with the art and crafts of the Kuba, Mangbetu and 
Luba people.

IDENTITY
FORMATION

IX

VII VIII

The exhibition features documentary material 
comprised of photographs, films, diaries and 
objects that situate each artist’s practice within 
their specific personal and socio-cultural contexts. 
Moreover, the content reveals a transformative 
narrative for each of the artists, from childhood into 
adulthood and from early European influences to 
an embodied, local, indigenous identity formation. 

These archives are located within a space that is 
surrounded by a semi-translucent curtain. For a 
moment, visitors are isolated from the rest of the 
exhibition and can explore three stations: one for 
each artist. In each station, the imaginary worlds 
and real influences of the artist come to life, and 
intimate worlds are in open dialogue with each 
other.

JCAF 25 October 2022 — 22 February 2023
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FRIDA
KAHLO

XI

X

Kahlo’s own identity was the central motif around 
which her artistic expression was manifest. In this 
exhibition, the focus is not on Kahlo’s surrealist 
paintings but on the ways she constructed her identity 
within the broader context of a new post-revolutionary 
Mexico. Central to Kahlo’s thinking was ‘Mexicanidad’ 
(‘Mexican-ness’), a new Mexican identity founded on 
indigenous culture and heritage. Unlike Diego Rivera, 
Kahlo did not use her art to convey explicit political 
messages, to depict the plight of the poor or as a form 
of social activism. Rather, her self-portraits convey 
her experiences as a woman, but also raise questions 
about the construction of identity in Mexican society. 

Kahlo’s diary was written in the last ten years of 
the artist’s life, from 1944 to 1954. It contains her 
thoughts, poems and dreams, in texts and images. 
Her concerns range from aspects of Pre-Columbian 
Mexican culture to communism, and include 
references to Rivera as well as to her failing health.

AMRITA 
SHER-GIL

XIII

XIV

XV

In 1937 Sher-Gil toured Western India, where she 
was influenced by the wall murals of the Ajanta 
Caves. In 1938 she travelled to South India, 
discovering the seventeenth-century Rajasthani 
miniatures that inspired her South Indian trilogy: 
Brahmacharis (1937), South Indian Villagers Going 
to Market (1937) and Bride’s Toilet (1937).

In a lecture given at JCAF in 2022, Sonal Khullar 
observed that, “In an exhibition catalogue 
published in Allahabad in 1937, the critic and 
collector Karl Khandalavala declared Sher-Gil’s work 
to be a ‘translation’ of Indian painting. Other critics 
too recognized in Sher-Gil’s paintings a quality that 
was at once radically new and deeply familiar.” 

Sher-Gil’s diaries contain her early writings and 
sketches. Her first diary was started in 1920 when 
she was seven years old and contains illustrated 
fairy tales and poems. Diary two, begun at age 
eleven, is in English and Hungarian and was written 
in Florence, Italy where Sher-Gil was training under 
the Italian sculptor Giulio Pasquinelli. Diary three 
began a year later, when Sher-Gil was twelve and 
living in Simla, India. 

XII
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IRMA 
STERN
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PORTRAITS AND 
SELF-PORTRAITS

XVI XIX

XVII

XVIII

The objects Stern collected include Egyptian, Iberian, 
Chinese and European religious art; African masks 
and objects; textiles; ceramics and furniture, including 
a Zanzibari door that Stern had installed at her home 
in Cape Town, and a significant chief’s caryatid stool 
carved by the Master of Buli, in Luba, Congo.

Stern’s journal, Paradise (1919–1924), encompasses her 
German and African experiences, combining text with 
lyrical gouaches that often suggest metaphorical jour-
neys. Stern also published two artist’s books based on 
her travels to the Congo (1943) and Zanzibar (1948). 

After visiting the archive section, visitors continue to the final section 
of the exhibition where they are confronted by three rooms. Each one 
references specific architectural motifs from Mexico, India and Congo 
and each is painted in a different colour selected for the artist. 

For Kahlo, a blue based on her home Caza Azul in Coyoacán, Mexico City; 
for Sher-Gil, a red-earth Indian pigment she often used in her paintings; 
and for Stern, a yellow associated with the vibrant African sun that appears 
in many of her works. Contained inside these rooms is a single painting by 
each artist. 

The three portraits, Kahlo’s Self Portrait with Hummingbird and Thorn 
Necklace (1940), Sher-Gil’s Three Girls (1935) and Stern’s Watussi Woman in 
Red (1946), reflect the creative output of their individual artistic dispositions. 
Three women from different continents, whose subjective experiences led 
to the creation of significant twentieth-century paintings of non-western 
women. As spaces of contemplation, the three rooms invite viewers to 
engage with the representation of these constructed identities that have 
become iconic expressions of each of these three modernist pioneers’ lives 
and works.  
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Fritz Henle, Frida in Her Studio (1943)

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita at her easel Simla, India (1937)
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Frida Kahlo (1907–1954) was born on 6 
July in Mexico City. She claimed 1910 as 
her birth date, as this year was the start of 
the Mexican Revolution. Kahlo attended 
the National Preparatory School in 
Mexico City in 1922. In 1929 she married 
Diego Rivera. Kahlo was a self-taught 
artist and held her first solo exhibition in 
New York in 1938. The following year she 
held a solo exhibition in Paris. Her first 
solo exhibition in Mexico was in 1953.

Amrita Sher-Gil  (1913–1941) 
was born on 30 January in 
Budapest, Hungary. She 
undertook formal art studies 
at the École Nationale des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris from 1930 
to 1934. She won a gold 
medal at the Grand Salon 
in Paris and was elected an 
Associate in 1933. Sher-Gil 
returned to India where she 
participated in an exhibition 
at the Simla Fine Arts Society 
and was awarded a prize 
for one of five paintings on 
the exhibition. She travelled 
to South India in 1937. She 
was awarded a prize for a 
painting exhibited in Delhi 
and held a solo exhibition in 
Lahore in 1937. 

Irma Stern (1894–1966) was born on 
2 October in Schweizer-Reneke, South 
Africa. She studied art in Weimar, 
Germany in 1912, and in Berlin from 1918 
to 1920. She held her first exhibition at 
the Fritz Gurlitt Gallery in Berlin in 1919. 
She returned to Cape Town in 1920 and 
had her first South African solo exhibition 
in 1922. Stern travelled and exhibited 
regularly, both in South Africa and 
internationally. She was awarded the Prix 
d’Honneur at the Bordeaux International 
Exhibition in 1927. She travelled to 
Zanzibar in 1939 and the Congo in 1942. 
She exhibited at the Venice Biennale in 
1950 and won the Regional Award at 
the Peggy Guggenheim International Art 
Prize in 1960.

Irma Stern in her studio (1946)
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Artworks

Historical Background 

Guillermo Kahlo, Catedral Metropolitana 
Ciudad de México (Metropolitan Cathedral, 
Mexico City) (1922). Photograph. Courtesy 
Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de 
México Diego Rivera & Frida Kahlo 
Museums Trust. Av. 5 de Mayo No. 2, Col. 
Centro, Del. Cuauhtémoc, C.P. 06000, 
Mexico City

Vintage lantern slide of Ajanta caves, 
Aurangabad, Maharashtra, India (n.d.). 
Courtesy Alamy

Photographer unrecorded (Inforcongo), 
Un aspect de la Place de la Poste, à 
Elisabethville (A view of the Place de la 
Poste, in Elisabethville) (1945). © and 
courtesy RMCA Tervuren. CC-BY 4.0

Identity Formation: Frida Kahlo

Photographs

Lola Álvarez Bravo, Frida con perro 
xoloitzcuintle en la Casa Azul (Frida with 
xoloitzcuintle dog in the Blue House) (c. 
1944). Exhibition reproduction. Courtesy 
Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de 
México, Fiduciary of the Trust of the Diego 
Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museums, Av. 5 de 
Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. Cuauhtemoc, 
CP 06000, Mexico City

Fritz Henle, Frida in Her Studio (1943). 
Gelatin silver print. Courtesy Throckmorton 
Fine Art. © Fritz Henle Estate

Guillermo Kahlo, Frida, 15 de junio de 
1919, Coyoacán, México. En el reverso: 
“Edad 9 años” (Frida, 15 June 1919, 
Coyoacán, Mexico. On the reverse: “Age 
9 years”) (1919). Exhibition reproduction. 
Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco 
de México, Fiduciary of the Trust of the 
Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museums, 
Av. 5 de Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. 
Cuauhtemoc, CP 06000, Mexico City

Artist unrecorded, Retablo: Hombre 
arrodillado con la prisión de fondo, 
agradece a la Virgen de Talpa por 
concederle su libertad (Man kneeling with 
the prison in the background, thanks the 
Virgin of Talpa for granting him his freedom) 
(1936). Exhibition reproduction. Courtesy 
Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de 
México, Fiduciary of the Trust of the Diego 
Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museums, Av. 5 de 
Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. Cuauhtemoc, 
CP 06000, Mexico City

Artist unrecorded, Retablo: Escena donde 
se agradece a San Nicolás por el milagro 
de salvar a un niño de morir ahogado en 
un pozo (Scene where Saint Nicholas is 
thanked for the miracle of saving a child 
from drowning in a well) (20th century). 
Exhibition reproduction. Courtesy Museo 
Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de México, 
Fiduciary of the Trust of the Diego Rivera 
and Frida Kahlo Museums, Av. 5 de Mayo 
no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. Cuauhtemoc, CP 
06000, Mexico City

Artist unrecorded, Retablo: Escena donde 
dos hombres sacan del tiro de una mina a 
un hombre sangrante, del lado derecho la 
Virgen de Talpa concediendo un milagro 
(Scene where two men pull a bleeding man 
out of a mine shaft, on the right side the 
Virgin of Talpa granting a miracle) (1916). 
Exhibition reproduction. Courtesy Museo 
Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de México, 
Fiduciary of the Trust of the Diego Rivera 
and Frida Kahlo Museums, Av. 5 de Mayo 
no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. Cuauhtemoc, CP 
06000, Mexico City

Huipil Triqui 1 (n.d.). Huipil with rectangular 
cut of 3 pieces and round neck. The 
garment has geometric embroidery on 
the neck, seam lines, cuffs and horizontal 
borders. Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo. © 
2022 Banco de México, Fiduciary of the 
Trust of the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo 
Museums, Av. 5 de Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, 
Del. Cuauhtemoc, CP 06000, Mexico City

Zagalejo 2 (n.d.). Red skirt with faded blue 
pleated yoke, two openings. Courtesy 
Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco de 
México, Fiduciary of the Trust of the Diego 
Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museums, Av. 5 de 
Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. Cuauhtemoc, 
CP 06000, Mexico City

Artist unrecorded (Pre-Columbian), 
Crouching figure (c. 800 CE). Friction-
shaped stone. Courtesy private collection, 
South Africa

Bernice Kolko, Frida en la Casa Azul (Frida 
in the Blue House) (c. 1952). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo. 
© 2022 Banco de México, Fiduciary of the 
Trust of the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo 
Museums, Av. 5 de Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, 
Del. Cuauhtemoc, CP 06000, Mexico City

Nickolas Muray, Frida Kahlo (1938). Gelatin 
silver print. Courtesy George Eastman 
Museum (acc. 1977.0188.3107). © Nickolas 
Muray Photo Archives

Nickolas Muray, Frida Kahlo (1939). Gelatin 
silver print. Courtesy George Eastman 
Museum (acc. 1977.0188.2366). © Nickolas 
Muray Photo Archives

Nickolas Muray, Frida Kahlo in Blue Dress 
(1939). Courtesy George Eastman Museum 
(acc. 2004.0065.0001). © Nickolas Muray 
Photo Archives

Nickolas Muray, Frida on White Bench 
(1939). Inkjet print, printed 2020 by Bruce 
Hucko. Courtesy George Eastman Museum 
(acc. 2020.0047.0001). © Nickolas Muray 
Photo Archives

Nickolas Muray, Frida with Idol (1939). 
Exhibition print. © and courtesy Nickolas 
Muray Photo Archives

Nickolas Muray, Frida Kahlo Painting 
Me and My Parrots (1941). Gelatin silver 
print, printed c. 2000 by Bruce Proctor. 
Courtesy George Eastman Museum (acc. 
2009.0247.0002). © Nickolas Muray Photo 
Archives

Photographer unrecorded, Interior del 
Museo Anahuacalli, Coyoacán, México 
(Interior of the Anahuacalli Museum, 
Coyoacán, Mexico) (n.d.). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo. 
© 2022 Banco de México, Fiduciary of the 
Trust of the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo 
Museums, Av. 5 de Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, 
Del. Cuauhtemoc, CP 06000, Mexico City

Video

Clip from Nickolas Muray, Frida at the Blue 
House (c. 1941). Colour, 16mm film/digital 
reproduction. Courtesy George Eastman 
Museum (acc. 1974.0007.4860). © Nickolas 
Muray Photo Archives

Objects

Frida Kahlo, Facsimilar del diario de Frida 
Kahlo (Exhibition reproduction of Frida’s 
diary) (n.d.). Exhibition reproduction. 
Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo. © 2022 Banco 
de México, Fiduciary of the Trust of the 
Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museums, 
Av. 5 de Mayo no. 2, Col. Centro, Del. 
Cuauhtemoc, CP 06000, Mexico City
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Identity Formation: Amrita Sher-Gil

Photographs

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita Sher-Gil 
sketching, Simla, India (May 1927). Silver 
gelatin print with selenium toning. Courtesy 
The Estate of Umrao Singh Sher-Gil and 
PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita Sher-Gil 
with her paintings (Umrao Singh Sher-Gil 
reflected in the mirror), Paris, France (c. 
1930). Silver gelatin print with selenium 
toning. Courtesy The Estate of Umrao Singh 
Sher-Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita Sher-Gil 
seated in a chair, Paris, France (c. 1931). 
Silver gelatin print with selenium toning. 
Courtesy The Estate of Umrao Singh Sher-
Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Indira and Amrita 
Sher-Gil, Paris, France (May 1931). Silver 
gelatin print with selenium toning. Courtesy 
The Estate of Umrao Singh Sher-Gil and 
PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita, Simla, India 
(c. 1935). Silver gelatin print with selenium 
toning. Courtesy The Estate of Umrao Singh 
Sher-Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita Sher-Gil 
outside her studio, Simla, India (c. 1935). 
Silver gelatin print with selenium toning. 
Courtesy The Estate of Umrao Singh Sher-
Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita with friend 
on the terrace of her studio L’Atelier, 
Simla, India (1936). Silver gelatin print with 
selenium toning. Courtesy The Estate of 
Umrao Singh Sher-Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita at her easel 
Simla, India (1937). Silver gelatin print with 
selenium toning. Courtesy The Estate of 
Umrao Singh Sher-Gil and PHOTOINK

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita Sher-Gil 
wearing a zari sari, Simla, India (c. 1937). 
Silver gelatin print with selenium toning. 
Courtesy The Estate of Umrao Singh Sher-
Gil and PHOTOINK

Video

Clip from Navina Sundaram, Amrita Sher-
Gil: a family album (2006), produced by 
Kulturbüro Dietsch, commissioned by 
Haus der Kunst, Munich. Colour, digital 
transfer Courtesy Sher-Gil Sundaram Arts 
Foundation

Objects

Amrita Sher-Gil, Diary one (December 
1920–1924), Diary two (1924–1925), 
Diary three (1925–1926). Exhibition 
reproductions. Courtesy Sher-Gil Sundaram 
Arts Foundation

Image of Cave 1: Mahajanaka Jataka – 
Dancing Scene Ajanta Caves, Aurangabad, 
Maharashtra, India. Exhibition reproduction. 
Courtesy Alamy

Artist unrecorded (South India), Parvati 
figure (c. 19th century). Bronze. Courtesy 
private collection, South Africa

Miniature from Rajasthan, India, Prince with 
two consorts (c. 1800s). Gouache on paper. 
Courtesy private collection, South Africa

Miniature from Rajasthan, India, Krishna, 
consorts and female musicians in a garden 
(c. 1800s). Gouache on paper. Courtesy 
private collection, South Africa

Elephant Master (Kohta, India), Cartoon 
drawing: Fighting elephants (c. 1735–50). 
Indian ink, sepia and charcoal on paper. 
Courtesy private collection, South Africa

Artist unrecorded (South India), Shiva/Rama 
head (c. 12th century). Sandstone. Courtesy 
private collection, South Africa

Identity Formation: Irma Stern

Photographs

Carl Pietzner, Studio portrait of Irma 
Stern, Karlsbad (c. 1901/02). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy National Library 
of South Africa, Cape Town (MSC31 
INIL11935)

Irma Stern (early 1920s). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy National Library 
of South Africa, Cape Town (MSC31.5(4) 
INIL11983)

Irma Stern in her garden at The Firs, 
Cape Town (c. late 1920s). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy National Library 
of South Africa, Cape Town (MSC31.5(2) 
INIL11947)

Irma Stern in her studio (1946). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy National Library 
of South Africa, Cape Town (MSC31.5 
Clippings, Folio 19)

Irma Stern in her studio (1936). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy National Library 
of South Africa, Cape Town (MSC31.5 
Clippings, Folio 19)

The Firs, Chapel Road, Rosebank, Cape 
Town (1926). Exhibition reproduction. 
Courtesy National Library of South Africa, 
Cape Town (MSC31.5, Cape Times 
Supplement)

Irma Stern exhibition at the Argus Gallery, 
Cape Town (1947). Exhibition reproduction. 
Courtesy National Library of South Africa, 
Cape Town (MSC31.5 Clippings, Folio 19)

E. Gourdinne, In the ‘boma’ of Musinga, 
Mwami of Ruanda (1918). Exhibition 
reproduction. © and courtesy RMCA 
Tervuren. CC-BY 4.0

C. Lamote (for Inforcongo), Rosalie Gicanda, 
femme de Charles Mutara Rudahigwa, 
Mwami du Ruanda (Rosalie Gicanda, wife of 
Charles Mutara Rudahigwa, king of Rwanda) 
(undated). Exhibition reproduction. © and 
courtesy RMCA Tervuren. CC-BY 4.0

C. Lamote (for Inforcongo), Le lac Kivu 
vu de Nyamisonga (Lake Kivu seen from 
the Nyamisonga) (c. 1950s). Exhibition 
reproduction. © and courtesy RMCA 
Tervuren. CC-BY 4.0

J. Mulders (for Inforcongo), Emma 
Bakayishonga, soeur du Mwâmi (sultan) du 
Ruanda (Emma Bakayishonga, sister of the 
king (sultan) of Rwanda) (1949). Exhibition 
reproduction. © and courtesy RMCA 
Tervuren. CC-BY 4.0

Photographer unrecorded, Emma 
Bakayishonga, soeur du Mwami du Ruanda 
(Emma Bakayishonga, sister of the king of 
Rwanda) (n.d.). Exhibition reproduction. © 
and courtesy RMCA Tervuren

Video

Clip from Africa No. 5 (c. 1950), produced 
by AF. Black-and-white, 35mm acetate/
digital transfer. Courtesy National Film, 
Video and Sound Archives of South Africa 
(NAROM, FA214)

Objects

Irma Stern, Paradise (1919–24). Exhibition 
reproduction. Courtesy Irma Stern Trust 
Collection

Artist unrecorded (Bapende; south-western 
Democratic Republic of the Congo), Mask 
(20th century). Carved wood with pokerwork 
and pigment. Courtesy private collection, 
South Africa

Artist unrecorded (Batusi; Rwanda and 
Burundi), Basket (20th century). Natural and 
dyed fibre. Courtesy private collection, 
South Africa

Artist unrecorded (Batusi; Rwanda and 
Burundi), Igitembe (archer’s wrist guard) 
(n.d.). Wood, copper. Courtesy Standard 
Bank African Art Collection, Wits Art 
Museum (acc. 2003.13.01)
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Artist unrecorded (Bakuba; central 
Democratic Republic of the Congo), 
Textile (n.d.). Cut pile raffia fibre. Courtesy 
Standard Bank African Art Collection, Wits 
Art Museum (acc. 1999.27.04)

Artist unrecorded (Baluba/Hemba; 
Democratic Republic of the Congo), 
Caryatid stool (c. 1920). Wood, copper. 
Courtesy Standard Bank African Art 
Collection, Wits Art Museum (acc. 2000.33)

Image of Master of Buli, possibly Ngongo 
ya Chintu (Baluba/Hemba; Kateba Village, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo), 
Prestige Chief’s Caryatid Stool (c. 1810–70). 
Wood. Image courtesy Irma Stern Trust 
Collection

Artist unrecorded (Batusi; Rwanda and 
Burundi), Screen (c. 1920s). Natural and 
dyed fibre. Courtesy private collection, 
South Africa

Portraits and self portraits

Frida Kahlo, Self Portrait with Hummingbird 
and Thorn Necklace (1940). Oil on canvas 
mounted to board. Collection Harry Ransom 
Center, The University of Texas at Austin, 
Nickolas Muray Collection of Modern 
Mexican Art (acc. 66.6). © Banco de México 
Diego Rivera & Frida Kahlo Museums Trust

Amrita Sher-Gil, Three Girls (1935). Oil 
on canvas. Courtesy National Gallery of 
Modern Art, New Delhi (acc. 982). Image 
courtesy National Gallery of Modern Art, 
New Delhi

Irma Stern, Watussi Woman in Red (1946). 
Oil on canvas. Courtesy private collection, 
South Africa
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32. Artist unrecorded (Baluba/Hemba; 
Democratic Republic of the Congo), 
Caryatid stool (c. 1920)

33. Detail of Artist unrecorded (Batusi; 
Rwanda and Burundi), Screen (c. 1920s)

34. Frida Kahlo, Self Portrait with 
Hummingbird and Thorn Necklace 
(1940)

35. Amrita Sher-Gil, Three Girls (1935)

36. Irma Stern, Watussi Woman in Red 
(1946)

Biographies

Fritz Henle, Frida in Her Studio (1943)

Umrao Singh Sher-Gil, Amrita at her easel 
Simla, India (1937)

Irma Stern in her studio (1946)
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