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Ellen Heck

By Gill Saunders

Forty Fridas (2011-2012)
Forty combination woodcut and dry-
point prints in a clamshell box with cop-
per inset, 17 1/2 x 13 inches each. Edition
of 4. Printed and published by the artist,
Berkeley, CA. $14,000.

Since the International Print Bien-
nale was established in Newcastle
(UK) in 2009, the Victoria & Albert
Museum has awarded a prize: an online
essay about the prize-winning work, writ-
ten by myself as senior curator of prints,
in return for which the artist is asked to
donate a piece to the museum’s perma-
nent collection. As usual, this year’s bien-
nale offered an inspiring survey of art in
print, with established names exhibited
alongside up-and-coming ones. And, as
before, the selected works offered rich
evidence of the significance of print in
contemporary art practice, showcasing
exceptional technical prowess in every
print medium.

Faced with this wealth and variety
of achievement, 1 thought it would be a
struggle to decide on a recipient for the
V&A award until I saw Ellen Heck’s suite
Forty Fridas (2011-12). Small in scale,
deceptively modest, apparently conven-
tional, these portraits of women and
girls were a revelation. Seen en masse at
the Print Biennale, they were beguiling
and engaging by virtue of their subjects,
but also technically intriguing—a novel
and complex amalgamation of drypoint
and color woodcut. 1 knew at once I'd
found the winner. These were beauti-
ful prints, worthy of a place in the V&A
collection, and 1 knew immediately that
it would be a pleasure and a privilege
to spend time with them, write about
them, and exhibit them.!

The essay, however, was more of a
challenge than 1 had anticipated, since
Heck has herself written eloquently and
with insight about this project, and has
given a very thorough account of the
printmaking process.2

As the title of the series suggests, Heck
depicts women and girls dressed as the
Mexican painter Frida Kahlo (1907-1954),
best known for her compelling self-por-

Ellen Heck, Anna as Frida from Forty Fridas (2011-2012).

traits. Indeed Kahlo made an art form of
the carefully constructed public presen-
tation of her self-image, an assertive and
self-possessed character who engages the
viewer with a direct unsmiling gaze. Her
first love, Alejandro Gémez Arias, wrote,
“Who was Frida Kahlo? It is not possible
to find an exact answer. So contradictory
and multiple was her personality that it
can be said that many Fridas existed.”

1t is this multiplicity that Heck has so
eloquently exploited with her 4o sitters.
Each portrait is strikingly individual
and each sitter is identified by name, but
together they reveal echoes that amplify
their impact and resonance. ldentity is
shown to be a mutable state, a game we
can all play as we style ourselves for dif-
ferent audiences. Each sitter is both her-
self and an imagined other.
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The familiarity of Kahlo’s self-por-
traits, which are well-known and widely
reproduced, inspired and enabled Heck’s
project. Each sitter is dressed or acces-
sorized to evoke Kahlo’s iconic self-styl-
ing, unifying the series. The resemblance
is achieved in part through the pose of
the sitter: the turn of the head, the steady
regard. Some of these “Fridas” wear shawls,
scarves, bold pendant earrings or embroi-
dery, with dark center-parted hair pulled
back or put up. Eyebrows are emphatically
expressive. All wear headdresses of flow-
ers, feathers, or twists of cloth.

Heck is not alone in adopting—and
adapting—Kahlo’s  self-portraits. Her
fellow American Miriam Schapiro has,
in her own words, “collaborated” with
Kahlo, representing herself as Frida in
several prints and paintings modelled on
the self-portraits. For many women, Frida
is a heroine, someone with whom they
can identify; her portraits have a uni-
versal appeal grounded in her defiantly
unconventional beauty, and her asser-
tion of an independent identity both as a
woman and as an artist.

Heck says her series can be divided
into three groups, each with a slightly dif-
ferent goal, but all involving a kind of col-
laboration with the sitters. The earliest
group was developed from images Heck
found on the Internet, where images of
women in the guise of Frida are plentiful;
she emailed the people concerned ask-
ing for permission to use their images in
exchange for a print. Portraits from this
group include Rory, Davina and Margaret.

Deciding to focus on faces, Heck then
invited family members and friends to
pose for her, but she also put out a call
for participants on her website. These
sitters include Eden, Chayito and Kate. In
the later works the younger models pre-
dominate because, in the artist’s words,
“dressing up can be read as an aspira-
tional activity, and among the younger
models, this act brings with it a sense
of promise, and hopes for the future.”
Finally she took faces in isolation and
added the Frida accessories to the por-
traits herself. The portraits of Jasmine,
Abigail and Trimita were arrived at in this
way. Heck also introduced some playful
variations: the solemn wide-eyed Rory
features twice, Frida herself is re-imag-
ined as Leonardo’s Lady with an Ermine
(Cecilia Gallerani), with a bold gaze out
towards the viewer instead of the averted
gaze of the original, and in a companion
print Cecilia impersonates Frida, with
a parrot in place of the ermine. There is
even a Frida as Frida.

All the portraits elicit an intense
intimacy, as the sitters make eye con-
tact and engage the viewer. The effect is
enhanced by the shallow, indeterminate
pictorial spaces against which each sit-
ter is silhouetted. While some figures
are engagingly informal, others, such as
Ava, have a hieratic formality that recalls
Renaissance portraits.

What strikes the viewer, seeing all
the prints together, is the variety the
artist has introduced despite the appar-
ent constraints of her project. There is

no template, no standard formula; each
print has been approached afresh, as an
experiment with process, color, pose and
effect. Heck has described her process as
“a slippery hybrid of the scientific method
and intuitive play.” The prints reflect and
reveal her working methods, and the pro-
cess is essential to the effects. Drypoint
and color woodcut are challenging and
labor-intensive, their effects innately
fugitive and hard to control or pre-
dict. These characteristics animate the
images, enlivening surfaces that might
appear flat or inert in reproduction. In
the flesh we discover a subtle layering of
color, the use of translucent and metallic
pigments that shimmer and glow, giving
each portrait the aura of an icon. The
resemblance is emphasized further by
a patina of scuffs, grazes and faint lines
that complicate the surfaces, confirming
the handmade, hard-won character of
the prints, and suggest something pre-
cious and much-loved. This use of a worn
and distressed matrix has distinguished
precedents, most notably in the prints of
Mary Cassatt (1844-1926). Heck’s women
and girls undoubtedly owe a debt to Cas-
satt’s use of outline, flat areas of color
and decorative patterning (all ultimately
derived from Japanese ukiyo-e woodblock
prints), and yet remain original and dis-
tinctive in their appearance and affect.

Portraiture is freighted with a particu-
lar significance in our self-conscious age,
when the “selfie” has become a defining
means of self-presentation for an ever-
expanding audience. In using Kahlo’s self-
crafted likeness to structure her portraits
of others, Ellen Heck has found a novel
means of refreshing a stale genre. Without
resorting to stylistic gimmicks or descend-
ing to pastiche, she has created a new
model for the age-old collaboration
between artist and sitter in which each has
an active part and a distinct identity. m

Gill Saunders is Senior Curator of Prints, Victoria
& Albert Museum.

Notes:

1. A selection of prints from the series will be
included in a V&A exhibition “Facing History:
Contemporary Portraiture,” scheduled to open in
the summer of 2015.

2. Ellen Heck. Forty Fridas (2014). http://www.
blurb.com/books/5421357-forty-fridas

3. Alejandro Gémez Arias, “A Testimony to Frida
Kahlo,” first published in 1977, reprinted in Frida
Kahlo and Tina Modotti (London: Whitechapel Art
Gallery, 1982), 38-39.
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