
Frida Kahlo: A Written Invitation
A collection of her letters at the National 
Museum of Women in the Arts (NMWA)

The User

• Curators
• Researchers
• Educators
• Learners of all ages

The iconic nature of Kahlo’s work makes her letters an excellent archival entry point for both new and returning users. Research on the 
part of curators and academics reveals new dimensions of Kahlo’s legacy, such as calling for a re-examination of her famously contentious 
relationship with her mother. Simultaneously, the deeply personal nature of the materials creates excitement and interest for users new to 
primary source materials. The LRC is committed to diversifying our user base while remaining a center for serious study on women and the 
arts. Kahlo’s letters permit flexibility in application while remaining constant in content.

Telegram from Kahlo to her mother, Matilde Calderon de Kahlo, May 7, 1931

The Opportunities

• Exhibitions
• Traditional (Frida Kahlo: Public Image, Private Life. A Selection of 

Photographs and Letters, 2007)
• Virtual (Mamacita Linda, 2012)

• Education
• Interactive workshops
• Collaboration with educators

• Fundraising
• Advocacy and outreach

The Kahlo letters are varied enough in their content and nature that they lend themselves to a variety of uses. Exhibitions, 
both physical and virtual, have increased awareness of NMWA’s collections and mission, and the letters act as an excellent base 
for educational programming for visitors of all ages. Fiscally, Kahlo’s fame is an attractive discussion point for potential donors 
and members. Finally, the letters are excellent tools for advocacy and outreach; a recent celebration for Kahlo’s 103 birthday 
saw nearly 2,000 individuals gather over Zoom to enjoy a discussion of her work and see pieces from the archival collection. 

Postcard from Kahlo to her mother, Matilde Calderon de Kahlo, 1930

The Challenges

• Copyright
• Language

• Translations
• Finding aids

• Discoverability and digitization

The value of the Kahlo collection is almost matched by the complexity of its management. The issue of copyright is regularly encountered and 
reevaluated on a virtual case-by-case basis. Confusion exists over who holds copyright on her image vs. her personal items, and involves both the 
museum and entities such as the Bank of Mexico. This complication feeds into another challenge - language. Written primarily in Spanish, the letters 
require translation for many of our users. In addition, the LRC would like to make the letters discoverable in Spanish, but currently lacks the staff and 
resources to translate finding aids and other collection-related items. Finally, there is the issue of discoverability. Only 85 items from the collection 
have been digitized. Due to resource issues, the LRC currently only digitizes on demand, though a full digitization of the collection would allow it to be 
more accessible while also removing the need for excessive handling.

Letter from Kahlo to her mother, Matilde Calderon de Kahlo, November 9, 1931

The Collection

• 369 individual items - letters, poems, poetry, sketches
• 1930-1954, bulk 1930-1935
• Correspondence between Kahlo and her family, including her mother 

and niece

The letters in the Frida Kahlo papers at the Betty Boyd Dettre Library and Research Center (LRC) at 
NMWA are quotidian and intimate in tone, revealing the day-to-day concerns of a young Kahlo as she 
develops as an artist and intellectual. We learn of her interests (the modern French painters at the Met 
in New York), her concerns (the living situation of her parents in Mexico), her physical pain (visits with 
doctors and injections in her spine) and her sense of humor (her description of Hollywood movie stars as 
“not worth a popsicle”). Originally entrusted by Kahlo to her doctor and confidante Dr. Leo Eloesser, the 
collection was acquired by NMWA in 2007. 

Letter from Kahlo’s niece, Isolda P. Kahlo, September 9, 1920

The Potential: Linking Opportunity and Challenge

• Advocacy and Outreach – Language
• Exhibitions and Education – Discoverability

Making the collection discoverable in Spanish, and other languages, would increase usage and visibility. This in turn would increase the 
LRC’s capacity for advocacy and outreach into communities and groups of learners. Through collaboration with NMWA’s Programming and 
Education departments, the LRC plans to increase awareness and use of the collection, thereby empowering researchers, engaging with 
learners and continuing to champion women through the arts. 

Letter from Kahlo to her mother, Matilde Calderon de Kahlo, February 17, 1930
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