Feisty feminist, Com-
munist, bisexual revo-
lutionary artist Frida
Kahlo wasn’t one for
second acts. Her last
diary entry—she died
in her sleep in 1954—
read, “I hope the end
is joyful—and I hope
to never come back.”
But almost 60 years
later, in a country far
removed from her na-
tive Mexico, Kahlo
has returned. For a
year, at least.

Delhi photographer
Rohit Chawla, who
has been shooting art
calendars for the last
10 years and has de-
voted 12-page spreads
to Raja Ravi Varma
and Gustav Klimt,
draws on Kahlo’s
deeply autobiographi-
cal self-portraits for
this year’s Bird
Group calendar. But
he hasn’t simply re-
produced the works.
With the help of
designer Sabyasachi
Mukherjee, he has
styled and costumed
12 Indian women to
mimic the iconic im-
ages. Model Lisa Hay-
don, artist Mithu
Sen, actor Konkona
Sen Sharma, publi-
sher Chiki Sarkar,
dancer and writer
Tishani Doshi and >
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“With
Free-da!

we wanted
an Indo-
Mexican
sensibility in
the pictures
while
keeping the
essence of
Frida”
—Rohit Chawla
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others sport the braid, thick evebrows, heavy
skirt and loaded scowl to turn Frida into Chaw-
la’s Free-da!. “The word represents freedom,”
Chawla says. “We wanted to bring an Indo-
Mexican sensibility to the pictures but still
keep the essence of Frida in there.”

Kahlo’s essence is complemented by Chaw-
la’s wit. Sonal Mansingh, who defied doctors
and built a career in dance, echoes the artist’s
struggles with polio and an accident in which
she injured her leg and pelvis. Artist Anjolie Ela
Menon appears in a shot that also features an
exposed heart—a theme she herself has painted
often. Painter Mithu Sen nods to Kahlo’s politi-
cal leanings with a T-shirt bearing the Commu-
nist Party symbol. Chawla says the tricky part
was not setting up the scenes, but getting the
women to be part of them. Their reluctance,
however, was not out of vanity. “The women all
had their favourite portraits and didn’t want to
model for any others,” he explains.

Though the calendar offers no pointers to the
names of the works they reference or the wom-
en they feature, the photos resonate as easily as
Kahlo's own images have over the last few dec-

ades. “Frida’s work is simple. It doesn’t con-
found you,” Chawla says, and he sees his work
as a way of democratising art. “Calendar art is
not just about pin-ups, and six MF Husain
prints with the date does not an art calendar
make,” he says. “Something like this goes into
thousands of homes and you get to look at it in
your own time.” ll
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STREET CAR

A street scenein
Havana s like being

in a1940s period film.
It has all the props:
cobbled streets, clouds
of diesel smoke and
vintage cars. In fact,
you see so many classic
models that you'd be
forgiven for thinking
there’s a permanent
vintage car rally on.

% Dlstressed walls, Spamsh colonial architecture and classic cars—in Havana, vintage
. is a way of life, says photographer and Cubaphile ROHIT CHAWLA
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Punit Modgil, Saloni
Puri Chawla, Rohit Chawla
and Gita Bhatt

Alakananda Saha, NS
Tahira-Tara Chawla

PICTURE PERFECT
% WHAT: The Bird Group and
i Rohit Chawla’s launch of Klimt—

The Sequel
WHERE: Visual Arts Gallery,
‘% Habitat Centre, New Delhi
% After his reinterpretations of the art of

%,. Raja Ravi Varma, photographer Rohit
%' Chawla decided to venture into the
symbolism of Austrian artist Gustav
Klimt. The event drew Chawla’s lovely
muses and Delhi’s artsy crowd.
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