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Introduction



Burnt out, some summers back, I spent a week in a remote retreat. One piece of writing preyed, unfinished, before I set off: a feature on Frida Kahlo for the New York Times.


The focus was Frida as a fashion icon for disabled women, and the airbrushing of her image in popular culture. I had interviewed Circe Henestrosa, curator of an exhibition showing Frida’s extravagant Tehuana costumes and sexually charged photographs by her lovers. It also displayed the artist’s painted surgical corsets and the prosthetic leg she used near the end of her life. Researching the article, I had spoken to women for whom the artist inspired spirited discussion of race, gender, sexuality and cultural visibility.


Frida’s image is ubiquitous. She has been reborn as a Halloween costume, Barbie doll, children’s book character, textile print, phone cover and the inspiration for everything from diet salads to fashion shoots. As my interviewees pointed out, seldom does she appear as anything other than an able-bodied woman. In many instances her skin is lightened, and the shadow of facial hair so pointedly included in her many self-portraits is posthumously depilated.


Even setting aside Frida’s commitment to the Communist Party, many of the products on which this bold and brilliant, foul-mouthed, heavy-drinking, hard-smoking, husband-stealing, occasionally bisexual, often bed-bound, gold-toothed, wheelchair-using, needy, forthright and passionate contradiction of a woman’s likeness appears seem laughably inappropriate.


On day three of my retreat, an instructor arrived wearing Frida-print yoga pants. I experienced an un-serene fit of self-righteousness: how dare anyone do that to my Frida?


My Frida indeed. It is a peculiarity of this artist that she inspires such proprietorial sentiments. The appropriation of Frida started the day after her death, when a former student stepped out and draped a communist flag over the coffin during her funeral, turning the event into a political spectacle.


Her image is all too easily co-opted, for Frida’s public persona was a construct. She created and performed the spectacular identity that now decorates trinkets in street markets around the world. Frida and her husband, Diego Rivera, were also flamboyant raconteurs – mythomaniacs, even – who added detail to their autobiographies as it pleased them. Frida gave herself the birthdate of 1910 (it was 1907), described her father as a Hungarian Jew (he was German, of Protestant origin), and at different times went by the names Frieda and Carmen.


The woman behind that persona was frank and courageous, and she is held dear by those who feel kinship in shared experience: anyone who has endured pain, been cheated on or heartbroken, or struggled with self-doubt (that is to say, many people). Sensing any deviation from our own adored image of her, we readily leap to her defence as though her memory had been desecrated. Frida’s biographers suffer the same phenomenon; to one it seems clear that the artist’s mother was a monster, to another that all she longed for was a child. Some see her as the hapless victim of a terrible philanderer, others as a full participant in a very modern relationship.


In rendering her own likeness again and again, Frida made it easy for us to find in it whatever we go looking for – the matriarch, the victim, the lover, the mourning child, the thankful patient, the tease – because she was all those things. For all her honesty, in some ways she remains as enigmatic as a painted martyr, beatifically showing us her wounds.
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My Birth


The mighty Aztec mother goddess Coatlicue wears a skirt of snakes. Her slack breasts are garlanded with hearts and severed hands, and a skull grimaces from her waistband. She is the deity both of childbirth and of death, of creation and destruction: a forbidding reminder that birth launches the soul on a journey with one certain ending. The duality embodied by Coatlicue maintains balance in the universe. There can be no life without death, no chaos without order, no rebellion without conformity.


As an adult, grieving for both her mother and her own unborn child, Frida Kahlo portrayed the moment of her own birth. My Birth (1932) is a small tablet resembling a Mexican ex voto, a votive folk painting celebrating divine intervention from calamity. The mother lies on white sheets with lacy embroidered pillows, her upper body and head shrouded as if she is dead. From between splayed legs, painted as dispassionately as an obstetrics manual, Frida’s baby head plops out in a slick of blood, her infant eyebrows fiercely joined, her infant throat apparently cut. Looking over them from a frame on the wall above is the Mater Dolorosa, the weeping figure of the Virgin Mary, who also bears a lacerated neck. It is a picture of impotence in the face of tragedy. Jagged and unsentimental, as a votive offering My Birth perhaps owes more to Coatlicue than to the Blessed Virgin.


As it happens, there was circularity to Frida’s birth and death. Life began and ended in a villa on Calle Londres in Coyoacán, a village south of Mexico City that had been among the first colonial settlements. The low house around a dappled, leafy garden was built by Frida’s father, Guillermo Kahlo, then employed as architectural photographer to the oligarchic government of President Porfirio Díaz.


Born Wilhelm Kahlo in Pforzheim, Germany, Frida’s father Hispanicized his name after migrating to Mexico in 1890, aged 18. Unlike many of his countrymen, Guillermo avidly applied for Mexican citizenship. Frida’s mother was not his first wife (nor, as it happens, was he her first German lover). Guillermo had married María Cardeña in 1893, but became a widower in 1897 when she died in childbirth, leaving him with two young daughters. He supported his family working – miserable and discontented – at the German-owned Loeb crystal shop. There was an upside: a strong-browed, slim-waisted young woman working alongside him. Guillermo had already started experimenting with photography, which was coincidentally the profession of this young woman’s father. A new life and career lay ahead.


Guillermo’s second wife, Matilde Calderón y González, was of mixed Spanish and indigenous Mexican heritage. On marrying Guillermo, she despatched her infant stepdaughters to the Carmelite convent of San Joaquín de Tacuba: a gesture Frida later proffered as evidence of a cruel nature. Guillermo’s photographs from their courtship show Matilde with shapely lips and dimpled chin, tightly corseted, full-skirted and not shy of attention. Born on 6 July 1907, Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo y Calderón was the third of her four daughters. Matilde – known as Maty – had been born in 1899, and Adriana in 1902. The five years between Adri and Frida conceals, as such gaps so often do, a tragedy: Matilde and Guillermo’s son died in infancy. Within two months of Frida’s birth, Matilde was pregnant with her fourth daughter, Cristina, and Frida was placed at the breast of an indigenous wet nurse.


These details of ancestry took on exquisite significance for Frida in constructing her own identity: one that reflected the complex mixed identity of Mexico after the Revolution. On the maternal side she was of mixed Mexican Spanish and indigenous descent; on the paternal, of immigrant German. This most Mexican of Mexican artists had a German name and as a young woman signed herself ‘Frieda’, for Teutonic emphasis. To Guillermo’s German ancestry, Frida later added a fictional flourish, claiming he was a Jew of Hungarian origin.


In two paintings from the 1930s, Frida parades her mixed blood, the substance itself represented by red ribbons – wetly glossy – binding the familial cast. In both My Grandparents, My Parents and I (Family Tree) (1936) and the unfinished painting My Family (1939), Frida arranges three generations in a fanciful ancestral chart. The format echoes that of family trees brandished by purist German families living in Mexico at the time to assert their pedigree, but Frida’s versions provocatively assert her lack of it. Idiosyncratic flourishes bring the elevated notion of breeding down to biological basics; in one painting, details of Frida’s genesis extend to the very moment her mother’s egg is fertilized by her father’s sperm, and in both she depicts herself in utero. Even the detail of her wet nurse played into Frida’s origin myth: painted as a mask-faced Mother Mexico from whom the artist imbibes the milk of ancient indigenous culture in My Nurse and I (1937).


The house at 247 Calle Londres was a humbler structure than the Casa Azul venerated by Fridaphiles today: a pale-walled, single-storey dwelling with a little courtyard and work buildings at the back. Stylistically, the Belle Époque tendencies of the Porfiriato prevailed. Now part of the sprawling megacity of Mexico’s capital, Coyoacán was then a village – albeit a grand and ancient one – separated from the metropolis by farmland. Coyoacán, meaning the ‘place of coyotes’ in Nahuatl, occupies a pre-Hispanic settlement razed by Hernán Cortés, and was the first capital of New Spain, the Spanish Crown’s empire in the Americas. Even today the thick stone walls, ornate plasterwork and heavy wooden gateways of buildings dating back to the sixteenth century are an omnipresent reminder of Mexico’s colonial past.


As mood (and perhaps self-pity) took her, Frida recalled her early childhood as alternately ‘wonderful’ and ‘strained’. While her parents’ relationship may have been distant and, to a child’s eye, lacking in tenderness, the Kahlos’ little house and garden were populated by dogs, cats and parrots as well as the four young girls. Frida and Cristina, less than a year apart in age, would provoke each other into mischievous giggles as they endured their mother’s stiff Catholic pieties.


Although she later turned from the Church, Frida was raised in an observant household. Her mother’s family had a pew reserved in Coyoacán’s grand Baroque church of San Juan Bautista. Well into her wild teenage years, Frida’s letters to friends remain full of pieties and godly observations. Certainly, the iconography of Catholicism endured in her art. Martyrdom and suffering in Mexican religious paintings are more vivid and sanguine than in their European counterparts. From every wall of San Juan Bautista, the body of saints stoically displaying their terrible wounds accompanied Frida’s childhood devotions. So, too, did tears, resting as evidence of gemlike emotion on the smooth cheeks of the Virgin. Those stylized tears and wounds, that bloody suffering and mask-like serenity were redeployed in Frida’s self-portraits as devotional tools not of Jesus but of Freud.


Frida’s childhood friends remembered Guillermo as a distant and withdrawn figure. Leisure hours from his photography studio in the city were spent behind closed doors, wringing German culture out of his piano and philosophy books. He was prone to bouts of irascibility, and ate alone. Yet Frida, his favourite daughter, recalled him as an example of ‘tenderness and workmanship’: a photographer and painter who taught her patience, care and craft. She alone of the sisters was initiated into the secrets of the darkroom, and accompanied him on photographic missions, standing guard and protecting him and his camera when he suffered one of his epileptic seizures.


It was for her doting Papa that Frida learned to pose – and compose – herself for a picture. His camera captures her as a sweet and sombre infant in a froth of white ruffles, grinning cheekily in ankle socks, or kneeling piously in her confirmation gown. Papa, too, provided a template for avid self-portraiture, twinkling his eyes for his own lens above a full, curled moustache, his pompadour tilted just so. As his daughter would later do, the photographer revisited his own likeness over and over again: upright and professional, poetic and contemplative, repressing a half smile and, in a surprising early experiment, nude from behind, artfully sunlit to show his revealed body as though it is a classical sculpture.


Frida described herself as a strong-willed, mischievous and emotional child. Having wet herself with excitement at school one day, she was forced to change into underpants belonging to another girl from the neighbourhood. Burning shame generated such hatred that she tried to throttle her little neighbour out on the street days later. When her older sister Maty ran off with a boyfriend, it was to Frida that she turned as partner in crime, charging her to close the windows so that her parents wouldn’t be alerted to her night-time flit. After descending from the window, Maty disappeared from Frida’s life for some years, and was not spoken of by her parents. It was Frida who eventually tracked Maty down and slowly brought her back into family life.


The comfort of the Kahlo household came to an end with the forced resignation of Porfirio Díaz in 1911, a year after a contested election that marked the start of a decade of revolution. No more well-paid government commissions for Guillermo; his photographic business dried up, and he mortgaged the family home and descended into a funk. Amid political and military unrest, Matilde ran her household with a tight hand.


In her diary many years later, Frida recalled watching violent combat on the streets of Coyoacán during the ‘Tragic Ten Days’ of February 1913, when fighting spread across Mexico City. Her mother opened the balconies on to the street to bring in the wounded and hungry, to nurse them and feed them gorditas, thick corn tortillas. Frida saw men shot and bleeding, and remembered the sound of bullets ‘screeching past’. The fervour, hope and violence of the Revolution imbued Frida and her contemporaries with a combative and idealistic spirit. Later she adopted 1910 as her date of birth, literally identifying herself as a child of the Revolution.


Revolutionary violence was not the only upset to Frida’s carefree girlhood. When she was 6, a terrible pain gripped her right leg from the thigh down: polio, which left her bedridden for months and delayed her schooling. This infant bout of sickness introduced her to three phenomena that were to become enduring features of her adult life: the body’s refusal to cooperate and conform to expectations of health; the special attention, care and expressions of love that come to those who are ill; and the devastating loneliness of bed rest and, with it, the panic of being abandoned and forgotten, left out and overlooked.


Polio left Frida’s right leg skinny and shortened, and prone to ulcers and infections that troubled her for decades, leading to an amputation in the final years of her life. Polio changed her, too, in less visible ways. The spritely, outgoing little girl felt an intangible barrier rise between herself and her contemporaries. Alone for hours in her bed, she developed a rich interior life, imagining a world beyond the walls. At school she was teased for her limp and deformity, Frida pata de palo – peg leg. She layered up extra pairs of socks to conceal the imbalance. In childhood portraits, she poses for her father with the left leg artfully concealing the right, or standing behind other family members. As an adult she hid it beneath trousers and long, full skirts.


The doctors recommended exercise, so Guillermo set little Frida on a regime of sporting activities that for the time would have been decidedly unconventional for a girl: boxing, wrestling, football, swimming. By the end of her time at the Colegio Alemán Alexander von Humboldt – a German primary school, with progressive views on higher education for women – she was a spectacle, whizzing around Coyoacán on bicycle and roller skates, nimble, spry, boyish and athletic.
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Alejandro Gómez Arias


In Carlos Fuentes’s introduction to Frida’s published diaries, he wrote: ‘Whatever its political failures, the Mexican Revolution was a cultural success. It revealed a nation to itself.’ Frida entered high school in 1922, when her country was in the midst of this cultural turn: away from the influence of the United States’ emotionally cool capitalist Protestantism, as well as from the long-revered Old World values of Catholic Spain. It was time to celebrate a new, distinctly Mexican identity, to stop looking back to the glories of a colonial past, and to build a country of the future.


Elected in 1920, the new President, Álvaro Obregón, appointed the lawyer and philosopher José Vasconcelos his minister of public education. Vasconcelos zealously set upon a mission to create a literate country, opening 1,000 integrated rural schools and 2,000 public libraries. He instituted a nationwide drawing programme for all educational institutions, in the hope of encouraging ‘self-representation’, and inaugurated four free open-air art schools around the country to foster creative participation at the grass roots. Understanding that literacy would take many years to achieve, he approached the great Mexican painters of the day – among them David Alfaro Siqueiros, José Clemente Orozco and Diego Rivera – to create monumental murals glorifying Mexican history and culture on the walls of public buildings.


In 1922 quick-witted Frida won a place at the eminent Escuela Nacional Preparatoria. Among the first generation of female students, Frida was one of only 35 girls in a student body of 2,000, and she selected a course of study intended to lead her to medical school. Founded in the 1860s, the Preparatoria was lodged in the cloistered sixteenth-century Jesuit college of San Ildefonso, in the old centre of Mexico City. In Frida’s day the Preparatoria was intellectually idealistic, a feeder school for the National University of Mexico. During this heady period, with thoughts turned to nation-building, Mexico’s intelligentsia regarded the education of the coming generation as a priority. Under the direction of Vasconcelos, leading minds in various fields entered the professorial body of the Preparatoria, a school that was destined to teach the political class of the future.


The wildness, ardour and idealism of the revolutionary years impressed themselves on those for whom that decade had spanned their childhood. Frida’s generation at the Preparatoria was forthright in determining the direction and quality of what they were taught, and approached student life with a devil-may-care passion. Notorious pranksters, they goaded one another into reckless stunts, from hijacking city buses to discharging weapons and explosives on school property. Into this circus of politics, philosophy and practical joking the 14-year-old Frida arrived, still neatly dressed in her German high-school uniform, her thick hair cut in a heavy fringe across her forehead, hat ribbons floating behind her.
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