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ABSTRACT: This study investigates how sublimation, from a Freudian perspective, manifests in 
Frida Kahlo’s aesthetic production, particularly in her self-portraits. It analyzes how the artist 
transformed traumas and sexual drives into artistic expressions. The methodology includes a 
review of the sublime in Kant and sublimation in Freud, drawing connections between the authors, 
followed by a psychoanalytic analysis of selected self-portraits by Kahlo. The study concludes that 
sublimation allowed the artist to recreate her sexuality and overcome traumas, constructing a 
symbolic body and expressing her pains in a unique way. This study is part of the project "Aesthetic 
Education: The Importance of Aesthetic Education in the Training of Psychology Students," funded 
by Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa de Minas Gerais (FAPEMIG). 
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Sublimação e Produção Estética em Frida Kahlo  
 
 
RESUMO: Este estudo investiga como a sublimação, na perspectiva freudiana, se manifesta na 
produção estética de Frida Kahlo, especialmente em seus autorretratos. Analisa-se como a artista 
transformou traumas e pulsões sexuais em expressões artísticas. A metodologia inclui uma revisão 
sobre o sublime em Kant e a sublimação em Freud, traçando conexões entre os autores, seguida 
de uma análise psicanalítica de autorretratos selecionados de Kahlo. Conclui-se que a sublimação 
permitiu à artista recriar sua sexualidade e superar traumas, construindo um corpo simbólico e 
expressando suas dores de forma singular. Este estudo integra o projeto “Educação estética: a 
importância da educação estética para a formação de estudantes de psicologia”, financiado pela 
Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa de Minas Gerais (FAPEMIG). 
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Introduction 

The term sublimation evokes the concept of the “sublime,” widely used in the artistic field to 
describe aesthetic experiences that overflow the limits of our imagination. For Kant, the sublime is 
established from a paradoxical relation between pleasure and displeasure. In other words, when we 
confront immeasurable forces, such as a stormy ocean, an erupting volcano, or even the unpredictable 
forces of life — phenomena that Kant calls dynamic sublime — we are faced with the fragility of human 
existence in the presence of powers capable of annihilating it without effort. Initially, these events provoke 
a sensation of displeasure. However, Kant argues that, through the mediation of reason, these same 
situations can lead to a pleasurable experience, because they elevate “the fortitude of the soul above its 
average level and allow us to discover in ourselves a faculty of resistance of a totally different kind, which 
encourages us to measure ourselves against the apparent omnipotence of nature” (2008, p. 107). In other 
words, when we are confronted with something that surpasses us, such as the forces of nature or the 
vastness of the universe, our sensibility is initially affronted, producing displeasure. Yet reason intervenes, 
enabling us to recognize that, although we are physically fragile, we possess a dimension not subordinated 
to nature: the rational capacity to understand and position ourselves before the infinite. There would be, 
then, a borderline moral experience in which reason allows us to transform what would be terrifying into 
a confirmation of our human dignity. 

Kant’s definition of the sublime, although it does not directly point to Freudian assumptions about 
sublimation, can reveal possible encounters that would allow us to complement the notion of sublimation 
used by Freud — especially for the purposes of this study, in which we intend to analyze the relationship 
between sublimation and Frida Kahlo’s aesthetic production. Between the sublime and sublimation, it is 
possible to initially point out some parallels: elevation/overflow, which at the same time implies a 
transformation, a passage from one state to another (just like chemical sublimation), the transition from 
negation to affirmation, from trauma to production. 

In Freud, sublimation is formulated by exploring the relationship between psychoanalysis and 
cultural productions, whether scientific, artistic, or ideological. When analyzing Freud’s works 
chronologically, the first definition of sublimation appears in 1905, in the book Three Essays on the Theory 
of Sexuality. According to the author: 

Sublimation is a mechanism that allows libidinal energy to be transferred to activities that are not directly 
sexually gratifying but can be accepted by society. What is fundamental here is that the sexual drive, which 
in its primitive state seeks direct and personal satisfaction, is redirected toward forms of expression that 
are culturally valued and productive. (Freud, 2010, p. 94).  

According to Ernani Chaves (2016, p. 23), “the psychic conflict, the link with culture and the erotic, 
libidinal foundation mark Freud’s interest in the arts and artists.” In other words, Freud seeks to uncover 
the psychic processes by which instinctual impulses and desires, especially those of a sexual nature, are 
transformed into socially acceptable or culturally valued activities. For Proença (2020, p. 123), “sublimation 
would be the most interesting alternative available to subjects in the face of the civilizational demands of 
suppression of drives and constitutive of culture in its closest sense to an oppressive principle of reality.” 
For example, in artistic activity there would be a transformation of affects, through aesthetic form, capable 
of producing a diversion so that the artist’s unconscious desires, once renounced by mechanisms of 
repression, are socially recognized. Faced with such assumptions, Freud encountered obstacles and was 
widely criticized by scholars of his time, mainly because his analyses could reduce artistic creation to the 
author’s own neuroses. Moreover, some critics such as Herbert Marcuse (1969) and Jacques Lacan (1998) 
argued that Freud overvalued the role of sexuality in human motivation and in sublimation. Marcuse, for 
example, questioned the repressive character of Freudian culture and its relationship with sexuality, while 
Lacan reinterpreted sublimation by shifting the focus to the relation between desire and the object, 
arguing that Freud overestimated the role of sexuality in human motivation and in sublimation. Thus, the 
precarious formulation offered by Freud meant that the construction of the concept of sublimation implied 
some confusion, partly due to the lack of a more robust theoretical formalization compared to other terms 
formulated by psychoanalytic theory. 
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Therefore, sublimation can be understood as a translation of fantasies into another psychical 
cathexis. Cathexis consists of the psychic energy of individuals that is directed toward a mental 
representation. In this way, sublimation allows psychic energy (or drive) to be redirected toward creative, 
intellectual or artistic aims, contributing to personal and cultural development. However, for a better 
understanding of sublimation, it is necessary to mobilize some comprehension about the notions of drive 
and fantasy. 

The drive encompasses the conceptualization of psychic energy that leads to movement, a 
representation of stimuli in the organic body, often excitatory in character, transformed into volition, 
obtaining satisfaction and the discharge of the excitatory process. According to Cruxên (2004, p. 12), “a 
favorable environment arises for the field of aesthetics to absorb the primary drive objective, diverting it.” 
The primary drive objective refers to the initial excitatory energy of childhood that, after passing through 
psychosexual phases and internalization of morality and social norms, allows the adult to channel this 
energy toward aesthetics. Fantasy, in turn, constitutes a mechanism that suspends, for a moment, the 
reality principle, allowing the subject the enjoyment of pleasures that would be prohibited or 
unacceptable. Fantasy and the act of fantasizing manifest privilegedly in children’s play, which functions 
as mediations between the external world and the child’s psychic life — translating the world into their 
inner universe and, at the same time, expressing that universe into the world. If fantasy is, for the child, 
something natural, the process of growth and arrival at adulthood produces a containment in fantasizing, 
since socially installed norms in the psyche displace the role of fantasizing into a dynamic of greater 
repression. As Freud observes: 

Whoever knows the psychic life of the human being, however, knows that nothing is so difficult for him as 
renouncing a pleasure he has already experienced. In truth, we cannot renounce anything; we only replace 
one thing with another; what appears to be renunciation is, in reality, a substitute formation or an ersatz. 
Thus, the person in growth, when he stops playing, merely abandons his support in real objects; instead of 
playing he fantasizes. He builds castles in the air, creates what are called “daydreams.” (Freud, 2015, p. 
328). 

Comparatively, if play, in the child’s universe, helps the child to correct an aspect of reality, by 
internalizing and dealing with their anxieties without surrendering to them, adult fantasizing would consist 
of realizing a desire without it occurring in reality. Likewise, as Chaves (2016, p. 56) points out, “[…] every 
aesthetic pleasure, created by the artist for us, contains the character of that preliminary pleasure and 
that the true poetic work arises from the release of the tensions of our psyche.” Thus, both child play and 
adult fantasy and aesthetic enjoyment share a common dimension: the possibility of reorganizing and re-
signifying internal experiences, creating a space of balance between desire and reality. 

Sublimation can be understood as one of the destinies of the drive, especially sexual drives. In 
other words, the artist’s erotic fantasies could be transformed into aesthetic forms, providing indirect 
satisfaction by redirecting sexual content toward something that apparently does not possess such 
character. In this process, as described by Freud (2010, p. 109), sexual drives are transmuted into another 
form of psychical cathexis. “Sublimation inherits all the strength of the sexual drive, which made Freud 
even expect great erotic production from artists” (CRUXÊN, 2004, p. 13). This means that the energy 
originally directed toward sexual desires is redirected to other areas — that is, this transformation of 
energy is the basis of sublimation. Cruxên also observes that, although this energy is diverted, it “inverts 
its vector, de-eroticizing a field,” diverting the drive from direct erotic expression to expression in a 
different context. Thus, the creation of the artwork reflects the internal process that the artist 
experienced, but in a modified and socially acceptable form (Freud, 2009, p. 75). 

It is important to emphasize that sublimation differs from the concept of repression, since 
repression is characterized by the removal of something determined from the field of consciousness. 
Sublimation, on the other hand, diverts elements arising from fantasies to aesthetic creations, making it 
possible for psychic energies to be expressed in ways that do not cause conflict with the social and moral 
norms introjected into the individual’s ego. While repression involves pushing impulses away from the 
conscious field into the unconscious, sublimation transforms these impulses into something productive 
and acceptable, being seen by Freud as a more mature and healthy defense mechanism. “While repression 
organizes itself around a removal (keeping a certain thing at a distance from consciousness), sublimation 
circumscribes itself as a diversion of perverse elements toward the social.” (Cruxên, 2004, p. 39)..  
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The metapsychological turn undertaken by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, published in 
1920, inaugurates a new perspective on sublimation by deepening the duality inherent in the human 
condition. On the one hand, Freud associates the life drive — which encompasses self-preservation and 
sexuality — with the maintenance of psychic cohesion and the formation of interpersonal and social bonds. 
On the other hand, the introduction of the death drive reveals a disruptive dimension of existence, linked 
to the fragmentation and disintegration of psychic and relational structures, in consonance with the 
Nirvana principle (Campos; Loffredo, 2019). In this context, the understanding of sublimation is also 
transformed. Previously understood as the redirection of sexual drives to non-sexual objects (linked to 
cultural production), it comes to be seen as a more complex process involving the reversal of object 
investment toward the ego (narcissistic). This movement is associated with the link between the death 
drive and libido, signaling a new dynamic in the integration of drive forces and in the management of 
psychic tensions. According to Loffredo: 

The theoretical reformulations pertinent to the second drive dualism and the second topography grounded 
a new understanding of sublimation in Freud’s later writings, which was based on other metapsychological 
bases. In terms of the permanent coexistence and tension between the life drive and the death drive, it is 
now a matter of placing, on the one hand, erotization and sublimation and, on the other hand, 
destructiveness and cruelty. It is important to highlight that, in this new theoretical context, the operation 
of sublimation is implicated in the creation of new objects for drive investment, favoring a strategy for the 
binding operations undertaken by the life drive in its movement of domination over the death drive (2011, 
pp. 52–53). 

In summary, psychoanalysis dialogues with aesthetic creations through the concept of sublimation. 
In the context of Freudian psychoanalysis, sublimation plays a fundamental role in transforming instinctual 
impulses and desires into culturally valued activities, especially in the domain of aesthetic creations. Freud, 
in introducing this concept, highlighted the human capacity to redirect psychic energy to creative and 
intellectual ends, contributing to personal and cultural development. Despite criticisms and controversies 
that pointed to an overvaluation of sexuality in human motivation, sublimation can still be a central idea 
in understanding psychic dynamics and creative processes today. Through sublimation, individuals are 
capable of transforming fantasies and impulses into works of art that not only reflect their internal tensions 
but also find social acceptance, generating a certain satisfaction. 

To give clearer contours to how sublimation can become an interpretive key for aesthetic 
elaborations, we will make some remarks regarding the work of the artist Frida Kahlo, attempting to find 
paths that allow us to make a judgment that uncovers the intricacies of such a complex artist who, in our 
view, mobilizes enormous psychic elaboration for the realization of her works.  

 

Art, trauma and sublimation in Frida Kahlo 

Frida Kahlo’s life story is a journey marked by overcoming, intense creativity and a legacy that 
transcends her time. Born on July 6, 1907, in Coyoacán, Mexico City, Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo y 
Calderón was one of the most important and recognized Mexican artists, famous for her visceral paintings 
and profound symbolism, especially for her self-portraits. Raised in a middle-class home in post-
revolutionary Mexico, her father, Guillermo Kahlo, was a photographer of German origin, while her 
mother, Matilde Calderón, was of indigenous and Spanish ancestry, and maintained a strong Christian 
faith. 

From an early age, Kahlo faced significant challenges; at six years old she contracted poliomyelitis, 
resulting in hypotrophy and a limp. Recovering from the illness taught her resilience, leading her to develop 
notable physical strength, practicing sports such as swimming, football and even boxing — something rare 
for women at the time. In her adolescence, Frida wore masculine clothing that hid her atrophied leg and 
feet. She worked with a friend of her father retouching prints and photographs, who taught her to draw. 
Her dream was to become a doctor; however, at 18 she suffered an accident that changed the course of 
her life. According to Herrera (2011), the bus she was on collided with a streetcar, leaving her seriously 
injured. She was pierced by a metal bar that went through her pelvis and exited through her vagina, causing 
severe fractures to her spine, clavicle and ribs. The accident left her immobilized for months, resulting in 
numerous surgeries throughout her life, as well as constant chronic pain and, as a consequence, it made 
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it impossible for her to give birth (Siltala, 1998). 

During the long convalescence period, Frida began to paint on an easel adapted by her mother so 
she could work. Since then, three main themes orbited Kahlo’s production: portraits, still lifes and, above 
all, self-portraits (more than 50). According to Quintanilla-Madero (2020), the elements depicted in her 
paintings, through a meticulous style, provide material for speculations about her mental state that 
allowed associations with possible psychopathological phenomena in the context of her life and 
experiences. 

In our analysis, we focus on some of her works, especially the self-portraits, since this genre reveals 
the manifestation of psychological materiality by evidencing the intimate expressions of the Mexican 
artist’s feelings through symbols that evoke anguish and pain, loss and suffering, loneliness and emptiness 
— for example the works Henry Ford Hospital (1932), The Tree of Hope, Keep Firm (1946), The Little Deer 
(1946). However, beyond an approach that, in our view, runs the risk of reducing Frida’s art to a 
phenomenology of feelings, we believe, with the help of psychoanalysis, it is possible to explore other 
aspects, new layers and expressive resources in her work. 

According to Freud (2010, p. 192), “we call external excitations traumatic when they are strong 
enough to break the protection […]. An event like external trauma will generate a huge disturbance in the 
management of the organism’s energy and set in motion all means of defense.” In other words, the force 
of an intense external stimulus is capable of breaking the “protective shield” that regulates the entry of 
stimuli and preserves the internal balance of the organism; the invasion of a traumatic excitation, with 
which the psychic apparatus cannot deal in the usual way, will mobilize possible defenses that help 
minimize this impact:  

One may then think that the violence of Frida’s traumas unleashes an excess of drive, a demand for work. 
By repeatedly exposing in her works (which would have relations, for psychoanalysis, with the traumatic 
dimension) her passive and fragile body is symbolized, in a sublimatory process, for the gaze of the other: 
we can think that this exhibitionist eroticism may very well have the function of binding the traumatic, of 
giving it representations and putting it on the side of Eros, even if repetition is still present. (Nogueira; Mello 
Neto, 2016, p. 40).  

In the self-portrait The Broken Column (1944), painted after a surgery performed to correct 
problems resulting from the accident she suffered, Frida portrays a solitary figure against a desert 
landscape marked by cracked, arid ground. Her torso, split in half, exposes a Grecian column, symbolizing 
fragility and ruin, while at the same time evoking resistance and classical beauty amid destruction. The 
brace that supports the body studded with nails, while evoking a symbol of imprisonment, sustains the 
body’s unity itself, restoring its integrity.  
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Figure 1 - La columna rota (The Broken Column) — 1944. Oil on canvas mounted on hardboard, 43 x 33 
cm. 

 

Source: Museo Dolores Olmedo Patiño, Mexico City, Mexico. Consulted at 
https://www.fridakahlo.org/the-broken-column.jsp 

 

About the work, Siltala observes:  

Some interpreters suggest that the column represents a phallus. This interpretation can be understood 
when we consider Frida’s own physical experience and fantasy when the steel bar of the streetcar pierced 
her vagina. Sexuality and pain intertwine. Frida mentioned that she lost her virginity at that moment. (2018, 
p. 144, our translation). 

Marked by ambivalences, this work opens up the possibility of interpreting it by resorting to the 
paradoxical dimension of Kantian sublime: the displeasure that generates pleasure. Faced with the 
traumatic event and its marks relegated to Frida’s body — a body exposed to fortuitous dimensions that, 
by that occasion, reveal the fragility of existence — we are likewise led to recognize the creative force that 
emerges from destruction. The initial displeasure gives way to a sensation of aesthetic elevation, where 
the brutality of the human condition is confronted with the artist’s capacity for resistance, producing an 
erotic affirmation. 
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Figure 2 - Árbol de la esperanza, mantente firme (Tree of Hope, Keep Firm) — 1946. Oil on fiberboard 
canvas, 55.9 cm × 40.6 cm. 

 

Source: Daniel Filipacchi Collection, Paris, France. Consulted at https://www.fridakahlo.org/tree-of-
hope.jsp 

 

In 1946, after undergoing a new surgery to reposition her spine, Frida painted the work titled Tree 
of Hope. In it we see two Fridas: the first, dressed in a red outfit and seated. A tear can be seen in the eye. 
The second lies naked, but partially covered by a sheet on a hospital bed. On the back of the reclining Frida 
there is a deep, bloodied cut. The rehabilitated Frida holds in her hands an orthopedic brace (the same 
that appears in The Broken Column). Freed from the “protective shield” that united her split body, the 
artist depicts herself in a beautiful red dress. In one of her hands, a banner with the following inscription: 
“Tree of hope, keep firm.” According to Nogueira and Mello Neto: 

From the psychoanalytic point of view, what draws our attention is that Frida, when painting, seems to 
construct a body at the same time that she deals with the reminiscence of bodily trauma. Understanding 
the body as sexual, sexuality is also rescued and reconquered in this creative movement. If it is the body 
that Frida suffers from, it is precisely it that will be constantly represented and recreated. Laplanche (1989) 
argues that sublimation is a form of neocreation of sexuality by activating new forms of pulsional 
satisfaction, and Frida’s works seem to move in this direction. (2016, pp. 43–44). 

Thus, through fantasy, Frida sustains her desires and her aesthetic creations help to support, 
through art, her internal conflicts and sexual drives. Kahlo used sublimation as a tool to deal with her 
traumatic experiences. Instead of succumbing to the pain, she transformed it into art, creating works that 
resonated with her capacity to express deep emotions symbolically. At the same time, we observe that 
together with the sublimatory process, Frida’s work reflects a moral dimension, as suggested by the 
understanding of the Kantian sublime: faced with the unnameable, the sublime feeling announces the 
possibility of affirming human autonomy and dignity. Thus, the sublime reverses, at the same time that it 
incorporates, “the shared drama in which everyone is immersed and aspires to surpass it, even if for an 
instant in the delight of fantasy” (Brasil, 2021, p. 99).  

 



     8  Thiago Reis e Laura Oliveira Gaspar 

REVISTA CIPPUS – UNILASALLE Canoas/RS ISSN: 2238-9032 v. 13 n. 2 dez./2025 

 

 

Final considerations 

Throughout his works, Freud demonstrated a deep relationship with art, integrating it at different 
levels of his intellectual production. His conceptual formulations dialogued with the figures and functions 
of Greek tragedy, while his analyses sought interfaces in Leonardo da Vinci’s paintings and in the literature 
of Hoffmann and Dostoevsky, to cite some examples. In this sense, psychoanalysis found in artistic 
elaboration a support point to sustain and illustrate its theoretical perspectives. Although Freud did not 
develop a systematized aesthetic theory, his contributions were fundamental to the reformulation of art 
criticism and interpretation, particularly by emphasizing how biographical aspects are indispensable 
elements for understanding the psychic motivations underlying artistic creations. 

Regarding Frida’s works, they can certainly be evaluated by their formal/compositional, 
sociological and semiotic aspects. However, in our view, much is lost if one removes the historical and 
subjective burden of their compositions, since her artistic productions are deeply rooted in her own 
suffering and can thus be understood, within a sublimatory process, as attempts to reorient her traumatic 
experiences. As exemplified above, the paintings reveal the desire to reaffirm her image; they evoke a 
need to be seen and understood..  
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