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 Just as Frida Kahlo is able to infuse the pain, frustration and passion of her life 

into her paintings, Julie Taymor is able to create a living portrait of Frida’s life with her 

2002 film. At first glance the majority of the credit goes to the surreal visual 

representation of Frida’s work throughout the movie. The use of motion and action when 

representing the paintings gives insight into the origin and process that were involved in 

creating her paintings.  

 The structure of the narrative in the film, by following specific events, allows 

Taymor to reveal the specific motivations behind Frida’s desire to create. This forms a 

connection with the audience that is entirely unique to the medium of film. Yet, it does in 

a way create a limited focus on which the moviegoer is able to experience the images. 

The difference in experience between someone seeing one of Frida Kahlo’s paintings 

without any background information and someone who has knowledge of Frida’s 

challenges is significant. Consider the self-portrait that Frida paints while in bed. Taymor 

is able to direct the interpretation of the piece by preceding the event with a vivid 

reenactment of her accident on the trolley. The slow motion shot, with the gold dust is 

beautiful, but it is intended to provoke a specific response in the viewer that will shape 

the viewer’s interpretation of the painting. Watching Frida overcome immense pain in 

order to walk in the courtyard is another example of tailoring a specific way of looking at 
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Frida’s life. The repeated use of close-up shots of the archaic medical treatment she 

receives is intended to shock and incense the viewer. She speaks of the feeling as 

being “cut up and re-broken so many times.” The audience is uncompromisingly told 

that this must be what drives her. The issue at heart is, shouldn’t Frida’s paintings 

speak for themselves without the need for explanation? Is it necessary, or even right to 

change the original images by making them part of the film? By altering them in such a 

way the paintings become living entities. They are no longer only the works of Frida 

Kahlo, but a communal effort from the entire production staff of the film. However, it is 

this “communal effort” that is precisely the strength of the film, as well as what makes it 

achieve something that would be impossible in other mediums. 

 For example, Taymor has a very strict control over the use of color in the film. 

Frida is shown wearing red each time Taymor wishes to represent a moment of 

significant change in Frida’s life. However, she is not wearing red when she has her 

accident on the bus, but it is also an event that is entirely outside of her control.  Red 

then, signifies moments where Frida makes a choice that will drastically alter the course 

of her life. She is wearing a red dress in the movie while she is painting a self-portrait 

where she is clearly wearing a white dress. She is wearing a red dress when she 

speaks with Trotsky on top of the Mayan temples. The strongest image of herself in the 

red dress is the one she wears when she is carried in her bed, to the presentation of her 

work in Mexico, which is something she had wanted more than anything for her entire 

life. In that case, she made a choice that would ultimately lead to her death, yet it is 

important to realize the connection through repetition in the film. The color red is 
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essential in discovering which aspects of Frida’s life that Taymor feels were most 

influential in her development.  

 For example, during her wedding, Frida is wearing a green dress, this image 

mirrors the painting it is intended to represent (and that is subsequently shown later on). 

Yet, while the act of marriage and the wedding itself is a crucial marker in the timeline of 

events in Frida’s life, it is not where Frida makes her choice to love and to brave the 

consequences of her love with Diego Rivera. That choice is made in the scene in the 

alleyway, right before the first time they make love. While this may not be a realistic 

depiction of the actual events, the direction in this scene is well chosen. The dialogue in 

the scene is structured to explain the complexities of Frida and Diego’s troubled 

relationship. By having Frida instigate the kiss with Diego Rievera, an imbalance in the 

level of desire is established. While their passion may have been equal, Frida is shown 

as having more of an interest in Diego than Diego has in Frida through this one action. 

Diego, who states that he had been womanizing long before she ever came around, is 

not shown in a position that affords the potential to change that attitude. This scene also 

sets up Frida’s “acceptance” of the nature of who Diego is, through their definition of 

trust (which is something that Diego unfortunately smashes). Most importantly, the 

scene begins with Frida coming through a door, wearing a vibrant red top. On the 

surface, the costume would seem to signify her affiliation with the communist party. But 

as Taymor has shown in other parts of the film, the red in Frida’s clothing is a subtle 

visual cue that indicates that there is an imminent choice that will have lasting effects 

both on Frida’s life, as well as the way the audience will understand her. 
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 Ultimately, the specific choices to alter the original artwork and to focus on 

specific pieces of Frida Kahlo’s life are like the brushstrokes to the “motion portrait” that 

Julie Taymor and crew have developed. While the original meaning and intent of the 

pieces of art used in the film may differ from that of the film itself, what has been created 

is no less heartfelt and stunning than that of Frida Kahlo’s masterpieces. The final shot 

of the film, which quotes Frida saying “I hope the exit is joyful, and I hope to never 

return,” leaves a final lingering question. Was her final wish granted? Or is the act of 

rememberance a means of denying her that wish? Her art exists as a form of herself 

that is now permanent and undying. The production of this film is a sign that her wish 

may never be granted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


