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To stumble upon a piece such as the one shown above is a shocking and disturbing event.  I found this piece while meandering through a variety of websites created by feminists and was simultaneously repulsed by it and drawn to it.  While looking upon this piece, one’s eye is typically drawn to the woman lying in what may be presumed to be a hospital bed, given the fact that it has “HENRY FORD HOSPITAL” written on the side of it.  Why is she lying there?  Immediately, one’s attention turns to the mess of blood around her; to the fetus above her, but still attached; to the pelvic bones, the snail, the surgical apparatus, the anatomy diagram, and the fallen flower.  Suddenly, these symbols begin to piece together the story that I initially feel is behind this bleak piece.  The woman, lying in anguish and great despair on her birthing bed, has just experienced complications while giving birth.  Above her, we see the dead fetus, a dark cloud that will always cast a shadow on this woman’s life.  The snail coming out of its shell, I feel, represents the woman as she is now: an empty, hollow shell, both physically and emotionally.  
The diagram of the female anatomy represents the system that has failed this particular woman.  This system from which all life springs is eternally riddled by pain and complications, but also largely holds female power.  When it does not work correctly, a woman (the woman in the painting, for instance) may feel that her sole claim to power in a male-dominated world has been ripped out of her.  To me, the surgical apparatus represents the force of the male society (since most medical doctors are still men and the profession has a strong masculine stereotype about it) taking what it can from women and leaving them to “bleed” after they have failed or served their purpose.  It is not women that are intrinsically important to men, but it is what they can do for men that gives them what little status that they do have.  The flower, eternally a feminine symbol, lies on the ground, withered and dying, like the soul of the despondent, empty woman that lies above in the hospital bed under the shadow of her dead fetus.  The pelvic bones displayed in the painting are again representative of the act that women alone can perform: the act of childbirth.  Our hips are wide for a purpose: if we cannot fulfill that purpose, what good are the special, specifically female parts of our bodies?

It is also noteworthy that the bed is apparently floating above the ground and is separate from the industrialized city in the background.  Perhaps this is to show the feeling of isolation that the woman is feeling.  She failed at creating life, which isolates her from the male population by taking away her “usefulness.”  Furthermore, she has lost the power that other women share, thereby isolating her from other women.  She sees herself as a failure; an outcast that does not belong anywhere in society.  She cannot work, because she is not a man.  She cannot get married, because she cannot produce children for her man.  She is alone with her grief and misery.


The story that this piece tells is one that lies at the heart of being female.  While women have come very far since this piece was painted (in the early twentieth century), there is still a feeling that certain things are strictly female, and many women fight to hold on to those precious elements and to keep them as sacred as womanly possible.  The ability to become pregnant and give birth is one such precious feat.  What is especially touching about this piece is that it transcends racial and ethnic boundaries, instead striking a chord in the hearts of all women.  Fears of pregnancy and childbirth and the complications and emotional and physical trauma that go along with these things are on practically every woman’s mind at some point in her life.  Even women who decide that they do not want to have children must, at some point, think about pregnancy in order to decide why they would prefer to avoid it.

While this piece is enormously relevant to women, I fear that it may not be so relevant to many men.  Men may fear for their pregnant female partners and try to support them through what they know to be a rough time, but I find it difficult to believe that any man can truly understand and feel all of the fear, pain, and trauma that women experience during a pregnancy.  Therefore, it may be more difficult for men to really feel this painting like a woman does.  I hope that this painting, then, is relevant to men in that it urges them to at least try to see pregnancy from the woman’s point of view.  However, I still feel that this painting strikes more at the heart of women.  While pregnancy is certainly not the central experience or defining characteristic for being female, it is still one thing that females only can experience; it is inherently a female act.  This makes it relevant, in some manner, to all females.

After researching the artist of this painting, I was surprised to find that she is very renowned and respected.  This piece was created by Frida Kahlo, a Mexican woman born around the year 1907, and was created after similar tragic events in her own life.  When she was only eighteen years old, Frida Kahlo was involved in a serious accident when the bus she was riding collided with a trolley (Dukowitz, 2002).  She had been impaled through the spine and pelvis with a metal rod (Dukowitz, 2002).  It was only after this accident that she began to paint.  She eventually married Diego Rivera, though she often had affairs with her husband’s mistresses.  Yes, you read that correctly.  Frida Kahlo was bisexual and had her own affairs, but was still hurt by her husband’s disloyalty.  She lived a fascinating life: she met Pablo Picasso, flirted with Georgia O’Keeffe, and is thought to have had numerous affairs with various female celebrities of the time (Dukowitz, 2002).
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Above: Frida Kahlo with unidentified friend (ca. 1944 [from Dukowitz, 2002]).
However, there was another side to Frida Kahlo’s life.  After countless operations following the tragic bus accident that Frida Kahlo was involved in (doctors initially did not think she would survive), she was fitted with a plaster corset to support her fragile body.  She would have to wear such a support for the rest of her life (Tuchman, 2002).  Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly to this discussion, Frida Kahlo would suffer through numerous miscarriages, each one causing her to slip into a deep depression (Tuchman, 2002).  Apparently, the injuries that she suffered in the bus accident also prevented her from being able to carry a child to term (Tuchman, 2002).
After learning this about the artist of the painting shown at the beginning of this paper, the story that the painting is telling becomes devastatingly clear.  It is a depiction of Frida herself (notice that the woman in the picture even has connected eyebrows, or a “unibrow,” like Frida herself).  It is as though she has torn her innermost feelings from within herself and plastered them on a piece of canvas for all the world to see.  Frida Kahlo, a woman desperate to take part in the ultimate female act (ultimate in that only females hold the power to become pregnant and give birth), is crushed and empty when she must come to terms with her inability to do so.  She expresses her intense grief through her art.  
This piece of art touches upon one of the most fundamental aspects of being female.  In this manner, it does reinforce everyday assumptions about identity by making the strong connection between females and motherhood.  However, this is not necessarily a bad thing.  Frida Kahlo was a strong, passionate woman who embraced the desire to have children.  Does this make her an antifeminist?  She was a compelling, spellbinding woman, but definitely not an antifeminist.  A woman can be strong and feminine at the same time.  Frida, in fact, embraced even her “imperfections,” such as her “unibrow” and the hair above her upper lip (a traditionally masculine feature), and was revered because of this.  Embracing all aspects of your personality is in fact a core idea of third wave feminists especially.  While some first and second wave feminists may view the desire of having children as a weakness and a way of succumbing to male dominance, third wave feminists are more open to a women going after what she desires, rather than what men or other feminists think she should desire.  Frida Kahlo went for what she wanted.  Here was a beautiful woman who was looked up to not only because of her talent, but because of her confidence in herself, a trait that many women only dream about (Mencimer, 2002).  The fact that she was able to express herself in such shocking pieces of art attests to her great strength, which perhaps in a way challenges popular assumptions about identity.  Either way one looks at it, Frida Kahlo was a strong woman to be admired and respected by all women, feminists and non-feminists alike.
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