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INTRODUCTION
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Frida’s parents, Guillermo Kahlo and Matilde Caldeŕon when young.





FRIDA KAHLO TOOK HERSELF AS HER SUBJECT. HER IMAGE, HER POSITION in the painting – in a landscape or with people – is always the heart of the matter.


Since her first portrait in 1927 at the age of twenty, Self-Portrait in a Velvet Dress (p.11), we see that she uses herself to represent a mood, a feeling, a truth; in essence, her sense of herself. Frida’s gaze, under her famous brow, is bold and reinforced by the intensity of the colour of her burgundy dress and the tempestuous blue background.


She wrote in her diary: ‘La revolución es la armonía de la forma y del color. Y todo está, y se mueve, bajo una sola ley: la vida. Nada está aparte de nadie. Nadie lucha por sí mismo. Todo es todo y uno. La angustia y el dolor; el placer y la muerte, no son más que un proceso para existir. La lucha revolucioinaria en este proceso es una puerta abierta a la inteligencia.’


‘Revolution is the harmony of form and colour. And everything remains and moves under one law: life. No one is apart from anybody. Nobody struggles on his own. All is everything and one. Anguish and pain; pleasure and death, are nothing but a way to exist. In this process, the revolutionary struggle is an open door to intelligence.’


As a child she suffered polio and when she was an adolescent she suffered a terrible traffic accident which resulted in psychological and physical trauma that was to remain for the rest of her life. Without a doubt these events – as well as her tumultuous relationship and marriage to the Mexican mural painter Diego Rivera – influenced her artistic vision.


If her paintings question identity, they also show the universality of pain and of suffering that derives from the human experience. By becoming her own artistic object Frida Kahlo transforms herself as much as she does us, as viewers. This may be why her life and art have such a capacity to win followers of diverse backgrounds; despite producing paintings that were often uncomfortable because of their violent and cruel content, we can see and feel commonalities.


Frida wrote, ‘There have been two great accidents in my life. One was the streetcar, and the other was Diego. Diego was by far the worst.’ These have been the usual reference points from which to interpret her work, alongside her eccentric life, but there is much to indicate that even in her youth she displayed a restless, uncommon, creative and defiant personality.


In her diary, for example, there is not a daily or even intermittent narration of her memories or experiences but rather a non-chronological accumulation of sketches, drawings, strokes, ideas, poems and writings.


As well as keeping her diary, Frida wrote letters: a copious number to her friends, to Diego, to her doctor and to her lovers. Some of these have been published and show the woman, the wife, the lover and the artist she was.


However, until now these letters to her beloved mother, Matilde Calderón Kahlo, have not been collected and published in English.


The woman who is now recognised as one of Mexico’s greatest painters was born on 6th July 1907 in Coyoacán, the third of four daughters, to a mestizo woman (of Spanish/Indian descent) and a German father, Wilhelm Kahlo, who had changed his name to Guillermo Kahlo when he had arrived in Mexico as a young man. Thanks to his wife’s father, he had learned photography and at the time of the birth of Frieda – spelt the German way until she changed it herself later – was making his living as a professional photographer. Though Frida loved her father, she was close to her mother – a fact amply demonstrated by this wonderful, brief collection of letters she wrote to her dear Mama between 1923 and her mother’s death in 1932.


Frida Kahlo has become the subject of study from the perspectives of feminism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, sociology, art history, photography, fashion and even literature. Her work has become universal in the truest sense of the word; a universality not attained solely through her painting or her clothes or photographs but rather through the aesthetic of her life’s work – including her letters.


Diego Rivera, the great painter and muralist, was her mentor, her friend and her husband. But Frida learned to distance herself from his influences and developed and created her own singular style. In Diego’s Mexican period we see a wide array of historical representations of society, such as in the murals at the Secretariat of Public Education, Chapingo University or at the National Palace. Frida’s works, however, are timeless. Her art, unlike her husband’s, does not have a beginning or an end; hers privileges a view of the senses. It is interesting to me that Diego features Frida in his paintings as a revolutionary in arms and not, as I think of her, as a revolutionary of art. That revolutionary artistic drive and timelessness is why Kahlo has emerged the more famous artist since their deaths.




“Don’t be sad, because I am doing very well, Diego is very kind to me and besides, I will heal better here than in Mexico.





Surrealism has been the school of art with which Frida Kahlo’s works have been most commonly associated, and even though we can find some of its traits in her works – she did use symbolism and allegory to transform reality – her art surpasses that classification. The ‘father of Surrealism’, André Breton was fascinated by Frida’s paintings, but his theories made her feel uncomfortable. To my mind, in the paintings by the other Mexican women painters associated with Surrealism, such as María Izquierdo, Rosa Rolanda, Remedios Varo and Leonora Carrington, the imaginary universe seems to take control of their paintings, while Frida Kahlo’s paintings invoke a deeply personal experience.
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Self-Portrait in a Velvet Dress, 1927 (oil on canvas)





The archives at the Frida Kahlo Museum in Mexico City contain a large number of notes, notebooks and letters, among other materials that Frida accumulated throughout her life; from these I have selected the first eleven letters, beginning when she was aged sixteen, two years prior to her accident. She was writing to her mother when she was at school in Mexico City, eleven kilometres from her home. The other set of letters, from the archives at the National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, DC, were written after she was married at the age of twenty-two, when she travelled with Diego Rivera to the United States. He had been commissioned to paint murals in San Francisco (Allegory of California and The Making of a Fresco) and then later in New York; only one letter was written while Frida was still in Mexico.


The trip to San Francisco was the first time Frida had travelled abroad, and importantly it was where she met the doctor who treated her for the terrible pain sustained by her injuries. Her letters to Dr Leo Eloesser indicate that a very close relationship developed over the years he cared for her.1 San Francisco is also where, for the first time, Frida seriously took up painting.


The Mexican letters here show the playfulness and affection of a young girl and introduce Diego Rivera, of whom Frida seems perhaps slightly in awe. Then there is a gap: on 17th September 1925, the bus she was travelling on was struck by a streetcar, leaving the eighteen-year-old Frida with a broken spine and smashed pelvic bone; her injuries were so severe that doctors did not expect her to survive. In May 1927 we see the beginning of one of the constant refrains of these letters, her health: ‘Dearly precious Mama, Don’t worry about me, because I have been well, Maty [her sister] already took me to see the Dr and tomorrow they will set my cast, here at Maty’s house. I will tell you later how much it cost; you’ll see if you can contribute with something, don’t you think?’


In August 1929 she became Diego Rivera’s third wife. Their ages – he was forty-two, she was twenty-two – were not the only vastly different things about them, as shown in Frida’s 1931 painting, Frida and Diego Rivera (p.111).


The next group of letters (from San Francisco and New York) shows her relationship with her mother as deep and intense; the almost obsessive attachment revealed by these letters would continue until Frida’s mother died aged fifty-eight, when Frida was just twenty-five. The letters express a constant wish and anxiety: to be close to her mother and to make sure that she and the family were managing. Frida’s depiction of her mother in the painting she completed after her mother’s death, My Grandparents, My Parents and Me (1936) (pp.16–17), confirms the central role she played. This painting portrays what appears to be a family tree, but its branches have been replaced by a ribbon of blood that Frida, as a girl, holds. Her grandparents appear in a parallel fashion on each side of the painting but her mother is dominant and gazing directly at the viewer.


In her letters Frida writes as if she is speaking – she omits punctuation marks or doesn’t use them properly; often she doesn’t, as one should in Spanish, open or close the question and exclamation marks. She doesn’t seem to know how to distinguish between a full stop followed by a phrase or one followed by a new paragraph; and she makes many spelling mistakes. Although most of these errors have been corrected in the English version for clarity, what I see in Frida’s writing is similar to her painting: sensations that turn the pages into a painter’s palette.


In San Francisco she was dramatically affected by loneliness while Diego was away painting, and sadness at being far away from her mother; paradoxically, this solitude – above anything else – motivated her to continue painting. We read: ‘You have no idea how much I miss you, and I don’t stop thinking of you, not even for a moment. I am painting and that way I get some distraction, because otherwise I would be terribly bored.’


The other recurring theme was money – or the lack of it. Her father was unemployed at this point and Frida felt an obligation to help out financially; turning to painting was also a means to help them. ‘I hope I can sell some paintings so that I can send you money, because my greatest fear is that you won’t have enough money, and I’ll never hear about it.’


She was appalled by the divide between the rich and the poor in America. ‘There are three thousand Mexicans in Los Angeles who have to work like mules to compete in business with the gringos.’ From this experience Frida painted Self-Portrait Along the Borderline Between Mexico and the United States (1932) (pp.88–9), in which Frida’s figure appears in the foreground, in the middle of the painting, as if it were divided into two sections. The upright position of her body in an incongruously pink dress, with her fixed gaze and look of bewilderment, demonstrates tension. Her left hand, which points to Mexico, holds the Mexican flag; in her right hand, which points to the United States, she holds a cigarette. She is implying her distance from both worlds: the Mexican side is a lifeless, mythic past, and the American side with its industrialised present, is cold and inhumane.




“I hope I can sell some paintings so that I can send you money, because my greatest fear is that you won’t have enough money, and I’ll never hear about it.





Frida never felt comfortable in the United States, as these letters reiterate over and over again, and what we also see here is her stark awareness of being different: an object of curiosity. ‘The gringas have liked me very much and they are impressed by the dresses and the shawls that I brought with me, my jade necklaces are amazing to them and all the painters want me to pose for their portraits; they are a bit naive, but very good people.’


Frida’s paintings seem to pull us towards her, in her direction, to her centre, but her presence, visible and invisible, remains a medium of transit – changing experience through perception, sensation and reflection. And to me, just as with her paintings, Frida was trying to capture a sense of transitional worlds. With each letter she was trying to hold to herself the world of her family through the overflowing love she poured out to her mother. ‘Aunque ahora estamos tan lejos tú siempre estás conmigo en todas partes.’ ‘Although we are now so far away from each other, you are always with me everywhere I go.’ This maternal love was fixed and constant for her; everything else – the ability to have a child herself, good health and a stable relationship – seemed beyond her reach.


But perhaps it’s through this love that we are able to know Frida Kahlo a bit more.


She is the painter who is already part of us; we recognise ourselves in her.


HÉCTOR JAIMES
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My Grandparents, My Parents and Me, 1936 (oil on board)
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See, Querido Doctorcito: Frida Kahlo–Leo Eloesser, correspondencia (México, DGE Equilibrista/Conaculta, 2007).







MEXICO



[image: Illustration]

Frida’s mother with her family. A bold and playful Frida is wearing a three-piece suit and holding a cane.



FRIDA TRAVELLED FROM HER HOME IN COYOACÁN TO MEXICO CITY, where her school, Escuela Nacional Preparatoria, was located. At that time the school had two thousand students, only thirty-five of whom were female. From there, aged sixteen, she wrote her mother these few schoolgirl letters, asking for permission, for example, to stay and hear a talk by Diego Rivera. We also see her slightly mischievous behaviour.

In 1923, just three years after the decade in which the Mexican Revolution took place, President Álvaro Obregón had managed to achieve relative peace. He is remembered for the educational and cultural transformations that occurred during his administration; he created the ‘Secretaría de Educación Pública’ (Secretariat of Public Education) and appointed the philosopher José Vasconcelos as its director. Vasconcelos extended public education throughout the country and invited several prominent painters to paint murals with cultural and national themes on the walls of public buildings, thus giving birth to the Mexican muralist movement.

Having spent almost fourteen years in Europe, Diego Rivera returned to Mexico and embraced the muralist movement. The year before Frida’s first letter, in 1922, he finished his first Mexican mural, Creation, in the Simon Bólívar theatre at Frida’s school.

The year 1922 was significant because Diego Rivera joined the Mexican Communist party, and although his first mural did not reflect a communist ideology, this was to change in his later commissions, including those for the Secretariat of Public Education building, Chapingo University and the National Palace.

After her accident at eighteen, we have a letter written in 1927, when Frida had moved in with her sister Matilde Kahlo (Maty), where she talks of her health and tries to persuade her mother things are going well.

By 1930, the date of the last letter in this section, she is married to Diego.

These defining moments – her accident and marriage – I see in her painting The Bus (1929) (pp.30–1), which shows an array of characters of different social classes, and demonstrates a more committed political awareness, thanks to her association with Diego, and a peaceful bus trip, perhaps depicting how things could have been.
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A studio photograph of Frida dated 1926, probably taken on a trip to Mexico City.




1

Dear Mama

Today I will stay at school because Diego Rivera will deliver a lecture and I believe it’s about Russia and I would like to learn some about Russia. If you would like to come, let me know at noon, tell the servant so that I wait for you. Today I have behaved well and I have not missed a class.

Send me five cents for an ice cream cone and five cents for quesadillas.

Your daughter

Frieda2

Diego Rivera will start speaking at eight in the amphitheatre; don’t miss it, dear Mama.


2

10th May 1923

Dear Mama

Mrs Castillo3 sends you this little piece of paper, along with this carnation.

We did have class this morning but I do not know if they will let us go in the afternoon, they haven’t told us anything yet, there is going to be a huge party and I think we will also have class, who knows. Well dear Mama, when they come to get me send me five cents for an ice cream cone; I beg you, don’t forget it.

Your daughter who loves you

Frieda

My father says not to worry for him as he is now going to arrive later.


3

Dear Mama

Please have your anger go away, and listen to what I am going to tell you: I will go with Maty4 to the Legation immediately, because my father is furious and he doesn’t want to listen to anything; it’s best for him not to see the Dieners5 because otherwise the whole thing will fall apart. If you’d like I will go and get you this afternoon so that we can see them, as Maty can’t come with me because Fil Pagasa will go to her house for lunch, plus she is not too interested in the issue. After I eat I will go to the office and get the message you will convey with Aureliano. I can’t do anything like that by myself so you and I have to agree, without getting angry or anything because otherwise the devil will take us away. I am going to go with G. Arias6 to court to see how the issue with my father is going and to see if it’s possible to transfer the foreclosure7 to Mexico as soon as possible.

Let me know if I should come and get you this afternoon or not.

Nothing can be arranged with my father.

Your daughter

Frieda

You have to understand that unfortunately in situations like these, one depends on other people, and one has to bear the fact that they will learn about everything. I am going to eat with Maty, don’t send me food.


4

Dear Mama

I met Alberto Landa and he asked me to come and see him because otherwise he will not be liable for my tooth, so tonight, when I get to Coyoacán I am going to see him, all right? Please tell Máximo to wait for me at the corner between Presidencia street and Mrs Inés’s coalyard. I will come back to town at seven or seven-thirty and I will leave Alberto’s house at eight, at the latest, so I’ll be home at around quarter-past eight. I already asked about the shawl. It costs $3.00, of very good quality.

I will send you the one I found; they didn’t have it in another colour.

As I didn’t have enough money, I was not able to buy you the pins, but please be a little patient and I will buy them for you.

Your daughter who loves you dearly

Frieda


“You and I have to agree without getting angry or anything, because otherwise the devil will take us away.




5

Dear Mama

My father left because he still has vertigo, but I will stay to resolve the issue with the Ministry of Industry and see Salomón and the gentleman of the ‘City of London’, so send me food and I’ll come back in the afternoon.

Adriana8 says that Guero9 maybe wants two simple shirts instead.

Your daughter who loves you

little Frieda


6

Precious Mama

At the end I will go with Guero at six, so I don’t know at what time I will arrive; when my father comes home he is going to ask you if it’s true that you asked me for a photograph of one of the paintings that ‘Dilubio’ gave you; tell him that you did, because if you tell on me I will get upset, all right? Don’t be unkind because I wanted it for me, and he caught me right there, and I had no choice but to tell him a lie. He will tell you that he had already brought it to you, but you tell him that you didn’t remember.

Your daughter who loves you

Frieda

Dear Mama, read it before my father starts talking to you.


7

Precious Mama

Máximo arrived at a very good time; my father’s mood is so so.

I have almost finished eating, so if the little gringo arrives before I get there, please tell him to wait for me, with the excuse that I was supposedly still eating in Mexico,10

OEBPS/images/f0002-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.png





OEBPS/images/pub.png
¥

virago





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.png





