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In 1953, Frida Kahlo was almost on her deathbed. She was also the subject of an exhibition staged at Mexico City’s Galería Arte Contemporaneo. The timing was no coincidence but instead a plan devised by photographer Lola Álvarez Bravo, who realised that, as life was leaving her dear friend, the moment to pay tribute must be seized now. Kahlo was famously escorted to the gallery by an ambulance and delivered inside on a stretcher, where she presided over the crowds of well-wishers from the vantage point of a specially installed four-poster bed. It must have been a marvellous yet terrible sight. Photographs of her arrival show the artist lying supine, presumably in severe pain, but still impeccably adorned in the clothes of the Tehuana. The one eyebrow visible has a long and defined arch, which almost certainly met its partner in the middle of her forehead, while the hand placed on the folds of her skirt is weighted by a constellation of rings. This was a person who always commanded her self-image, even when her body ultimately betrayed her.

Our fascination with Frida Kahlo, both her appearance and her art, has grown exponentially in the decades since her death. Even if you’re unfamiliar with her extraordinary body of work, you could probably name her defining features as well as her daily uniform: the eyebrows, the flower-festooned hair, the long skirt, the saturated colours as potent as oil paint. That is a testament to the power of her self-expression and the legacy of a style identity that has been the subject of blockbuster exhibitions around the world.

Speaking about her clothing at times feels like too small a testament to Kahlo, whose biography was destined for a tragic end in many respects. After suffering from polio as a young girl, Kahlo was involved in a gruesome road accident, sustaining a litany of injuries that would cause a lifetime of debilitating pain. It can also be seen, however, as the making of the artist’s unique sensibility. To keep her patient occupied while she convalesced at home, Kahlo’s mother, Matilde Calderón, hung a mirror above the bed so that her daughter could see her reflection. Her father, Guillermo Kahlo, meanwhile, was a photographer, which similarly gave the fledgling artist an early appreciation for capturing one’s image in self-portraiture, as well as the ability to present yourself in a certain way to the world.

Kahlo did not let a lifetime of pain, over her ailing health or her often tempestuous relationship with the great muralist Diego Rivera, affect her spirits. Instead she lived by the expression ‘viva la vida’, which translates as ‘long live life’ and which the artist inscribed on a watermelon’s flesh in her painting of the same name Viva la Vida (1954). Aside from the canvas and on the streets of Mexico City, nowhere was that spirit more alive than in her wardrobe.

The Tehuana costume of the Zapotec, the inhabitants of the isthmus of Tehuantepec, Oaxaca, became her visual identity, a daily uniform whose history aligned with her Communist value system and the fact that she was a proud Mexican. Kahlo’s clothing, jewellery and even toiletries were left undisturbed for 50 years in her and Rivera’s shared home in Mexico City, La Casa Azul. Their discovery, combined with contemporaneous reports from acquaintances and friends of her proclivities, revealed a woman captivated with clothing. Kahlo loved to shop, to dress, to adorn and, ultimately, to create a beguiling picture of feminine yet fierce beauty (Tehuantepec women famously wielded the power as matriarchs of their society). She took pride in dressing the part, not so much a costume but a commitment that lasted a lifetime, the seed of which perhaps was planted in her infancy when she found black-and-white photographs of her mother dressed as a Tehuana.

Kahlo’s definitive biographer, Hayden Herrera, explains the significance of her wardrobe choices in the introduction to Frida Kahlo: The Last Interview and Other Conversations. ‘After marrying Rivera, Kahlo absorbed her husband’s passionate Mexicanismo, a reverence for Mexico’s native culture, its popular and pre-Columbian art that was shared by many artists, musicians, theater people and writers after the Mexican Revolution that ended in 1920.’ Her Tehuantepec clothing was also specifically chosen. ‘These costumes not only declared her sympathy for la raza, the people of Mexico, they also served to hide her limp.’

This book is not intended to be a copy-and-paste guide to dressing like Frida Kahlo. Instead, it will take you by the hand as, together, we examine the artist’s most enduring style principles, from that searing colour palette to the instantly recognisable silhouette. Kahlo’s wardrobe, after all, is not just distinctive but one of the most famous to have emerged from the 20th century. A fashion icon in the truest sense of the expression, whose image has taken on a life of its own since her death in 1954, she’s the only person to channel if you want to dress with ‘viva la vida’ attitude.
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Even if you know nothing about Frida Kahlo, you probably have a vague idea of what she looked like – and that’s because of the very distinctive uniform she cultivated, a life’s work that has become a legacy in and of itself. She was almost doll-like in appearance, especially in proportion to her husband’s expansive figure. And while that might be seen today as a reductive adjective, the uniform she created was rather doll-like in some aspects, with her blouse and her long skirt creating a very feminine shape that, if seen in silhouette, would have looked almost Edwardian, even Elizabethan, with its small waist and fulsome skirt. In reality, however, it was neither. Instead, the look signalled her allegiance to one nation and one alone: Mexico.

Kahlo’s genealogy – her father, Guillermo, was an immigrant from Germany; her mother, Matilde, was Mexican, but of mixed heritage (Indian and Spanish) – meant that her wardrobe wasn’t always that of la Mexicana. The German school uniform she wore as a young girl comprised a rather traditional pleated skirt, tights and a straw hat that’s still a popular combination today in Europe. This choice of clothes was perhaps at odds with her surroundings, not to mention her ideals. She was born three years before the Mexican Revolution, which occurred in 1910, but often amended her date of birth to reflect that of the movement she fervently supported. It was when she married Diego Rivera, who she’d first met as a student, that she adopted a style of dress that was to become a lifelong commitment, that of the Tehuana.
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TEHUANA UNIFORM

In her definitive biography of the artist, Frida: A Biography of Frida Kahlo, Hayden Herrera provides several reasons as to why this was her wardrobe of choice. ‘The costume she favored was that of the women from the isthmus of Tehuantepec, and the legends surrounding them doubtless informed her choice: Tehuantepec women are famous for being stately, beautiful, sensuous, intelligent, brave and strong. Folklore has it that theirs is a matriarchal society where women run the markets, handle fiscal matters and dominate the men.’ Kahlo might have known the outfit was a pleasing one to her husband, whose ideology was also steeped in passionate respect for the revolution, but it was also an outfit worn by the kind of women she wanted to emulate, not only in her appearance but also in her actions.

The Tehuana uniform was a huipil (a square-necked blouse), an enagua (a long skirt) and, often, a rebozo (a scarf that was draped over the blouse). For Kahlo, its purpose was threefold, demonstrating a deep-seated loyalty to the Zapotec, the indigenous people of Tehuantepec; symbolising a rejection of a bourgeois style of dress that went against her belief system as a Communist; and, finally, obscuring her injured leg from view. Kahlo was meticulous about her clothes and devoted hours to their proper realisation, decking herself from top to toe, quite literally. Earrings were threaded into each lobe; a fuchsia ribbon or real flowers woven into tightly plaited hair; a gold coin necklace wound once, twice, three times around the neck; rings weighing down every finger. The overall effect was remarkable, a uniform that couldn’t help but captivate with its saturated colours and surfeit of ornamentation. ‘From the bright, fuzzy, woolen strings that she plaits into her black hair and the colour she puts into her cheeks and lips, to her heavy antique Mexican necklaces and her gaily coloured Tehuanan blouses and skirts, Madame Rivera seems herself a product of her art, and, like all her work, one that is instinctively and calculatedly well composed,’ wrote Betram D. Wolfe, who interviewed the artist in 1938 for a profile in Vogue, ‘Rise of Another Rivera’.

Kahlo turned heads wherever she went, popularising the uniform of the Tehuana. Even when she wasn’t actually wearing it – in certain paintings, for example, when it hangs as part of the composition, disembodied from its owner and floating in complete isolation – it became synonymous with the image of Frida Kahlo.

It’s more common than you might think to wear a uniform, developing a highly personal approach to dress that saves time as well as communicating an idea or a way of being to outsiders in succinct fashion. And you don’t have to be a world-famous artist to have one. Perhaps you know someone who always wears a certain outfit formula. Perhaps that person is you, in which case you’ll have no trouble imagining why a uniform can be a powerful thing. If not, this chapter will explain how to find yours so that, like Kahlo, you’ll be able to wear your clothes without your clothes wearing you – and own them with intention.
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How many times have you flung open your wardrobe only to despair at not having anything to wear. Once, twice, always? As a fashion editor with far too many clothes and an overspill cupboard that weighs on my conscience, I can’t emphasise this enough: buying more won’t solve the problem. Instead, it might be worth going back to basics, finding an everyday uniform that will make getting dressed a whole lot easier.

Kahlo isn’t the only celebrity to have cultivated a very particular look. Artists generally have a very distinctive way of dressing, perhaps to simplify one area of their life in order to make their work the centre of their creative energy. Yayoi Kusama is one such example, with her sharp-edged bob of flame orange that is shorn across her forehead and stops a few inches above her shoulders. The Japanese artist’s fabulously patterned clothing is made from her own fabrics that you might recognise from her collaboration with Louis Vuitton, meaning that similarly to Kahlo, it’s a case of life mirroring art. For David Hockney, meanwhile, it’s a flap cap, spherical glasses and a blue workman’s jacket that is generally buttoned over a tie and finished with a pocket square. These uniforms are obviously personal to each individual, honed over a lifetime with a clear vision of how one wants to appear and present themselves, but it’s easier to emulate than you might think.
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GET INSPIRED

First of all, look for inspiration. Creating a mental or digital scrapbook that you can reference if you’re stuck in a rut is a great way to get ideas. (Note: always cherry-pick, never copy.) My saved folder on Instagram, one of the app’s tools that allows you to bookmark posts and organise them into sub-categories, is full of recipes, interiors and, most importantly, outfit ideas. I recently cleared it out to refine the edit ever-so-slightly and the most cursory scroll is revealing. I favour relatively pared-back outfits with a statement accessory to spice things up a bit. An example from my own wardrobe might be a fitted white tee and cargo pants teamed with an old, beaded necklace of my mum’s and a paisley scarf knotted around my hips. Your saved folder might reveal something entirely different, a preference for top-to-toe primary colours or sculptural tailoring or super ladylike skirts.
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HERO PIECES

Another route is to base your uniform around hero pieces that are in your existing wardrobe. That could be a particular jacket, a pair of trousers or even a necklace, but it ideally needs to be something that can be styled in multiple ways as well as up or down to suit different levels of smart. Once you’ve identified your foundational items of clothing, look to see what gaps you could fill to make a hard-working capsule. Those might be a shirt that could be worn buttoned up and tucked in or loose over a crisp tee or tank. Or a pair of loafers that could be teamed with a flaring chino skirt or black slacks or denim Bermudas, with or without a neat ankle sock to add a hint of prep. Kahlo’s uniform came naturally so; remember, you can’t force it. If something doesn’t look right, it’s probably because it doesn’t feel right. Edit things back down and try something else. It might not happen overnight or even over a few months but the effort is worth it. Once you’ve found the right uniform, it can last a lifetime.



LAYERING YOUR LOOK

Kahlo proved that a uniform doesn’t have to be something prescriptive or, whisper it, boring. Hers started with certain blocks – the huipil and the enagua – which she then built out with a rebozo and a multiplicity of accessories, all of which will be covered in chapter four.

This knack for layering to create a harmonious ensemble is one you can practise when it comes to your own uniform. Hopefully you already know your hero pieces, in which case, what can you layer on top to add points of interest? Don’t make a snap decision. Instead, spend time making it personal and finding something unusual. Is it a particular kind of
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[image: An illustration of a loop of cord with a pendant. Text reads, ‘Layer 1: Suede jacket. Layer 2: Cord necklace. Layer 3: Red trainers.’]
[image: An illustration of a pair of leather clogs with heels. Text reads, ‘Layer 1: White shirt. Layer 2: Silver hoop earrings. Layer 3: Black leather clogs.’]
[image: An illustration of a knotted red scarf. Text reads, ‘Layer 1: Silk scarf. Layer 2: Gold bangle. Layer 3: Black ballet pumps.’]
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