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Preface

IN APRIL 1953, less than a year before her death at the age of forty-seven, Frida Kahlo had her first major exhibition of paintings in her native Mexico. By that time her health had so deteriorated that no one expected her to attend. But at 8:00 P.M., just after the doors of Mexico City’s Gallery of Contemporary Art opened to the public, an ambulance drew up. The artist, dressed in her favorite Mexican costume, was carried on a hospital stretcher to her four-poster bed, which had been installed in the gallery that afternoon. The bed was bedecked as she liked it, with photographs of her husband, the great muralist Diego Rivera, and of her political heroes, Malenkov and Stalin. Papier-mâché skeletons dangled from the canopy, and a mirror affixed to the underside of the canopy reflected her joyful though ravaged face. One by one, two hundred friends and admirers greeted Frida Kahlo, then formed a circle around the bed and sang Mexican ballads with her until well past midnight.

The occasion encapsulates as much as it culminates this extraordinary woman’s career. It testifies, in fact, to many of the qualities that marked Kahlo as a person and as a painter: her gallantry and indomitable alegría in the face of physical suffering; her insistence on surprise and specificity; her peculiar love of spectacle as a mask to preserve privacy and personal dignity. Above all, the opening of her exhibition dramatized Frida Kahlo’s central subject—herself. Most of the some two hundred paintings she produced in her abbreviated career were self-portraits.

She started with dramatic material: nearly beautiful, she had slight flaws that increased her magnetism. Her eyebrows formed an unbroken line across her forehead and her sensuous mouth was surmounted by the shadow of a mustache. Her eyes were dark and almond-shaped, with an upward slant at the outer edges. People who knew her well say Frida’s intelligence and humor shone in those eyes; they also say her eyes revealed her mood: devouring, bewitching, or skeptical and withering. There was something about the piercing directness of her gaze that made visitors feel unmasked, as if they were being watched by an ocelot.

When she laughed it was with carcajadas, a deep, contagious laughter that burst forth either as delight or as a fatalistic acknowledgment of the absurdity of pain. Her voice was bronca, a little hoarse. Words tumbled out intensely, swiftly, emphatically, punctuated by quick, graceful gestures, that full-bellied laughter, and the occasional screech of emotion. In English, which she spoke and wrote fluently, Frida tended to slang. Reading her letters today, one is struck by what one friend called the “toughisms” of her vernacular; it is as if she had learned English from Damon Runyon. In Spanish, she loved to use foul language—words like pendejo (which, politely translated, means idiotic person) and hijo de su chingada madre (son of a bitch). In either language she enjoyed the effect on her audience, an effect enhanced by the fact that the gutter vocabulary issued from such a feminine-looking creature, one who held her head high on her long neck as nobly as a queen.

She dressed in flamboyant clothes, greatly preferring floor-length native Mexican costumes to haute couture. Wherever she went she caused a sensation. One New Yorker remembers that children used to follow her in the streets. “Where’s the circus?” they would ask; Frida Kahlo did not mind a bit.

In 1929 she became the third wife of Diego Rivera. What a pair they made! Kahlo, small and fierce, someone out of a Gabriel García Márquez novel, if you will; Rivera, huge and extravagant, straight out of Rabelais. They knew everybody, it seemed. Trotsky was a friend, at least for a while, and so were Henry Ford and Nelson Rockefeller, Dolores del Rio and Paulette Goddard. The Rivera home in Mexico City was a mecca for the international intelligentsia, from Pablo Neruda to André Breton and Sergei Eisenstein. Marcel Duchamp was Frida’s host in Paris, Isamu Noguchi was her lover, and Miró, Kandinsky, and Tanguy were admirers. In New York she met Stieglitz and Georgia O’Keeffe, and in San Francisco she was photographed by Edward Weston and Imogen Cunningham.

Thanks to Rivera’s mania for publicity, the Rivera marriage became part of the public domain; the couple’s every adventure, their loves, battles, and separations, were described in colorful detail by an avid press. They were called by their first names only. Everybody knew who Frida and Diego were: he was the greatest artist in the world; she was the sometimes rebellious priestess in his temple. Vivid, intelligent, sexy, she attracted men (and took many as lovers). As for women, there is evidence that she had lesbian liaisons too. Rivera did not seem to mind the latter, but objected strenuously to the former. “I don’t want to share my toothbrush with anybody,” he said, and threatened to shoot one interloper with his pistol.

In talking to those who knew her, one is continuously struck by the love people felt for Frida Kahlo. They acknowledge that she was caustic, yes, and impulsive. But tears often form in their eyes while they recall her. Their vibrant memories make her life sound like a short story by F. Scott Fitzgerald—full of fun and glamour until its end in tragedy. The truth is bleaker. On September 17, 1925, when she was eighteen, the bus that took her home from school was rammed by a streetcar in Mexico City. She was literally impaled on a metal bar in the wreckage; her spine was fractured, her pelvis crushed, and one foot broken. From that day until her death, twenty-nine years later, she lived with pain and the constant threat of illness. “I hold the record for operations,” she said. She lived as well with a yearning for a child she could never have—her smashed pelvis led only to miscarriages and at least three therapeutic abortions—and with the anguish of being often deceived and occasionally abandoned by the man she loved. Frida flaunted her alegría the way a peacock spreads its tail, but it camouflaged a deep sadness and inwardness, even self-obsession.

“I paint my own reality,” she said. “The only thing I know is that I paint because I need to, and I paint always whatever passes through my head, without any other consideration.” What passed through Frida Kahlo’s head and into her art was some of the most original and dramatic imagery of the twentieth century. Painting herself bleeding, weeping, cracked open, she transmuted her pain into art with remarkable frankness tempered by humor and fantasy. Always specific and personal, deep-probing rather than comprehensive in scope, Frida’s autobiography in paint has a peculiar intensity and strength—a strength that can hold the viewer in an uncomfortably tight grip.

The majority of her paintings are small—twelve by fifteen inches is not unusual; their scale suits the intimacy of her subject matter. With very small sable brushes, which she kept immaculately clean, she would carefully lay down delicate strokes of color, bringing the image into precise focus, making fantasy persuasive through the rhetoric of realism.

The results pleased the Surrealists, who welcomed her into their number in the late 1930s. The paintings also appealed to a few discerning collectors—Edward G. Robinson, Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., A. Conger Goodyear, Jacques Gelman—but for the most part they languished in undeserved obscurity, until recently.

In the fall of 1977, the Mexican government turned over the largest and most prestigious galleries in the Palace of Fine Arts to a retrospective exhibition of Frida Kahlo’s works. It was a strange sort of homage, for it seemed to celebrate the exotic personality and story of the artist rather more than it honored her art. The grand, high-ceilinged rooms were dominated by huge blown-up photographs of incidents in Frida’s life, which made the jewel-like paintings look almost like punctuation points.

The art—the legend Frida herself had created—won out in the end, however. Because her paintings were so tiny in relation to the photographs and to the exhibition space, the spectator had to stand within a few feet of each one to focus on it at all. And at that proximity their strange magnetism exerted its pull. Taken from separate, poignant moments in her life, each was like a smothered cry, a nugget of emotion so dense that one felt it might explode. The paintings made the photographic panels mounted on an architectural structure in the middle of the room seem as precarious and piecemeal as a house of cards.

On November 2, 1978, to celebrate the Day of the Dead, one of Mexico’s most festive holidays, the Galería de la Raza in San Francisco’s Mission district opened its own “Homage to Frida Kahlo.” It was an exhibition of works in various media by some fifty artists (mostly Chicano), who were invited to send contributions made “in the spirit of Frida Kahlo’s symbolism.” Against the back wall of the gallery was the traditional ofrenda, an altar to the deceased, covered with candles, candy skulls, straw crosses, “bread of the dead” shaped like human bones, a coffin containing birds made of sugar, and a toy bed on which lay a miniature Frida. Filling the remaining walls and the room itself were the works of the artists, many of whom juxtaposed their own portraits with Frida’s, as if to identify with her. Frida was portrayed as political heroine and revolutionary fighter, as suffering female, mistreated wife, childless woman, and “Mexican Ophelia.” Many saw her as a person plagued by but defiant of death. One of the artists explained her reverence: “Frida embodied the whole notion of culture for Chicano women. She inspired us. Her works didn’t have self-pity, they had strength.”

Since then, Frida Kahlo’s audience has been growing: a retrospective of her work traveled to six U.S. museums in 1978–1979, and in 1982 London’s Whitechapel Art Gallery organized an exhibition entitled “Frida Kahlo and Tina Modotti,” which traveled to Germany and to New York. For women, especially, the extremely personal and female nature of Kahlo’s imagery, and her artistic independence, have become significant. In her art, she neither competed with nor deferred to Rivera, and there are not a few astute critics who feel she was the better painter. Indeed, Diego himself was often heard to say as much, flourishing the letter in which Picasso said of her, “Neither Derain, nor I, nor you are capable of painting a head like those of Frida Kahlo.”

Frida would have been gratified by the multifarious memories she left behind. She was, in fact, one of the creators of her own legendary stature, and because she was so complex and so intricately self-aware, her myth is full of tangents, ambiguities, and contradictions. For that reason, one hesitates to disclose aspects of her reality that might undercut the image she created of herself. Yet the truth does not dispel the myth. After scrutiny, Frida Kahlo’s story remains every bit as extraordinary as her fable.
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Chapter 1

The Blue House on Londres Street

THE STORY OF FRIDA KAHLO begins and ends in the same place. From the outside, the house on the corner of Londres and Allende streets looks very like other houses in Coyoacán, an old residential section on the southwestern periphery of Mexico City. A one-story stucco structure with bright blue walls enlivened by tall, many-paned windows with green shutters and by the restless shadows of trees, it bears the name Museo Frida Kahlo over the portal. Inside is one of the most extraordinary places in Mexico—a woman’s home with all her paintings and belongings, turned into a museum.

The entrance is guarded by two giant papier-mâché Judas figures nearly twenty feet tall, gesticulating at each other as if they were engaged in conversation.* Passing them, one enters a garden with tropical plants, fountains, and a small pyramid decked with pre-Columbian idols.

The interior of the house is remarkable for the feeling that its former occupants’ presence animates all the objects and paintings on display. Here are Frida Kahlo’s palette and brushes, left on her worktable as if she had just put them down. There, near his bed, are Diego Rivera’s Stetson hat, his overalls, and his huge miner’s shoes. In the large corner bedroom with windows looking out onto Londres and Allende streets is a glass-doored cabinet enclosing Frida’s colorful costume from the region of Tehuantepec. Above the cabinet, these words are painted on the wall: “Aquí nació Frida Kahlo el día 7 de julio de 1910” (Here Frida Kahlo was born on July 7, 1910). They were inscribed four years after the artist’s death, when her home became a public museum. Another inscription adorns the bright blue and red patio wall. “Frida y Diego vivieron en esta casa 1929–1954” (Frida and Diego lived in this house 1929–1954). Ah! the visitor thinks. How nicely circumscribed! Here are three of the main facts of Frida Kahlo’s life—her birth, her marriage, and her death.

The only trouble is that neither inscription is precisely true. In fact, as her birth certificate shows, Frida was born on July 6, in 1907. Claiming perhaps a greater truth than strict fact would allow, she chose as her birth date not the true year, but 1910, the year of the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution. Since she was a child of the revolutionary decade, when the streets of Mexico City were full of chaos and bloodshed, she decided that she and modern Mexico had been born together.

The other inscription in the Frida Kahlo Museum promotes an ideal, sentimental view of the Rivera-Kahlo marriage and home. Once again, reality is different. Before 1934, when they returned to Mexico after four years of residence in the United States, Frida and Diego lived only briefly in the Coyoacán house. From 1934 to 1939 they lived in a pair of houses built for them in the nearby residential district of San Angel. After that there were long periods when Diego, preferring the independence of his San Angel studio, did not live with Frida, not to mention the one year when the Riveras separated, divorced, and remarried.

The inscriptions, then, are embroideries on the truth. Like the museum itself, they are part of Frida’s legend.

The house in Coyoacán was only three years old when Frida was born; her father had built it in 1904 on a small piece of land he acquired when the hacienda “El Carmen” was broken up and sold. But the heavy walls it presents to the street, its one-story structure, flat roof, and U-shaped plan, with each room giving onto the next and onto the central patio instead of being linked by hallways, make it seem to date from colonial times. It stands only a few blocks from the town’s central plaza and the parish Church of Saint John the Baptist, where Frida’s mother had a particular bench that she and her daughters occupied on Sundays. From her house Frida could walk by way of narrow, often cobblestoned or unpaved streets to the Viveros de Coyoacán, a forest park graced by a slender river winding among trees.

When Guillermo Kahlo built the Coyoacán house, he was a successful photographer who had just been commissioned by the Mexican government to record the nation’s architectural heritage. It was a remarkable achievement for a man who had arrived in Mexico without great prospects, just thirteen years before. His parents, Jakob Heinrich Kahlo and Henriette Kaufmann Kahlo, were Hungarian Jews from Arad, now part of Rumania, who had migrated to Germany and settled in Baden-Baden, where Wilhelm was born in 1872. Jakob Kahlo was a jeweler who also dealt in photographic supplies; when the time came he was wealthy enough to be able to send his son to study at the university in Nuremberg.

Sometime around the year 1890 the promising career of Wilhelm Kahlo, scholar, ended before it had begun: the youth sustained brain injuries in a fall, and began to suffer from epileptic seizures. At about the same time, his mother died, and his father married again, a woman Wilhelm did not like. In 1891 the father gave his nineteen-year-old son enough money to pay for his passage to Mexico; Wilhelm changed his name to Guillermo and never returned to the country of his birth.

He arrived in Mexico City with almost no money and few possessions. Through his connections with other German immigrants, he found a job as a cashier in the Cristalería Loeb, a glassware store. Later, he became a salesman in a bookstore. Finally, he worked in a jewelry store called La Perla, which was owned by fellow countrymen with whom he had traveled from Germany to Mexico.

In 1894 he married a Mexican woman, who died four years later as she gave birth to their second daughter. He then fell in love with Matilde Calderón, a fellow employee at La Perla. As Frida told the story, “The night his wife died, my father called my grandmother Isabel, who came with my mother. My mother and my father had been working in the same store. He was very much in love with her and later they got married.”

It is not hard to imagine why Guillermo Kahlo loved Matilde Calderón. Photographs of her at the time of her marriage show that she was a strikingly beautiful woman with enormous dark eyes, full lips, and a determined chin. She was “like a little bell from Oaxaca,” Frida said once. “When she went to market, she gracefully cinched her waist and carried her basket coquettishly.” Born in Oaxaca in 1876, Matilde Calderón y González was the oldest of the twelve children of convent-bred Isabel González y González, the daughter of a Spanish general, and Antonio Calderón, a photographer of Indian descent who came from Morelia. According to Frida, her mother was intelligent, though unlettered; what she lacked in education she made up for in piety.

It is somewhat more difficult to imagine what attracted the devout Matilde Calderón to Guillermo Kahlo. The twenty-six-year-old immigrant was by birth Jewish, by persuasion an atheist, and he suffered from seizures. On the other hand, his light skin and his cultured European background must have had a certain appeal in those days, when anything European was considered superior to anything Mexican. Moreover, he was intelligent, hard-working, and rather handsome, in spite of his protruding ears. He had thick brown hair, a beautiful, sensitive mouth, a fine mustache with pointed ends that twisted upward in just the way they should, and a slender, agile body—he “was very interesting and he moved in an elegant way when he walked,” Frida said. If the look in his huge brown eyes was a little too intense—and it became more disturbingly agitated over the years—his gaze was also romantic.

Matilde, at twenty-four several years beyond the usual marriage age, may have been particularly susceptible because of a previous affair that ended tragically. Frida recalled that when she was eleven years old, her mother showed her a book covered in Russian leather “where she kept the letters from her first boyfriend. On the last page it said that the writer of the letters, a young German, had committed suicide in her presence. This man continued to live in her memory.” It is natural that the young woman would have been attracted to another German, and if she did not love him—Frida said she did not—she at least thought she was making a good match.

It was Matilde Calderón de Kahlo who persuaded her husband to take up photography, her own father’s profession. Frida said that her grandfather lent her father a camera, “and the first thing that they did was to go off on a trip around the Republic. They produced a collection of photographs of indigenous and Colonial architecture and they returned to install their first workshop on Avenida 16 de Septiembre.”

The photographs were commissioned by José Ives Limantour, the secretary of the treasury under the dictator Porfirio Díaz, and they were to illustrate a series of large-format luxury publications for the 1910 celebration of the centennial of Mexican Independence. The job took four years to complete. From 1904 to 1908, using fine German-made cameras and more than nine hundred glass plates that he prepared himself, Guillermo Kahlo recorded the architectural heritage of Mexico, earning the accolade “first official photographer of Mexico’s cultural patrimony.”

Indeed, Limantour had chosen well: Guillermo Kahlo was a fastidious technician with a stubbornly objective approach to what he saw; in his photographs, as in his daughter’s paintings, there are no tricky effects, no romantic obfuscation. He tried to give as much information about the architectural structure he recorded as he possibly could, carefully selecting his vantage point and using light and shade to delineate form. An advertisement for his work printed in English and Spanish said: “Guillermo Kahlo specialist in landscapes, buildings, interiors, factories, etc., and who takes photos on order, be it in the City, be it in any other point of the Republic.” Although on occasion he took fine portraits of members of the Díaz government and of his own family, he said that he did not want to photograph people because he did not wish to improve what God had made ugly.

Whether Guillermo Kahlo knew the humor of such a statement is hard to say, but when Frida’s contemporaries speak of him they almost always also recall his utterances, and usually the quote is at once direct, sardonic, and in a wonderfully deadpan way, funny.

This does not mean that Frida’s father was a lighthearted man. To the contrary, he was a man of few words, whose silences had a powerful resonance, and there was about him an aura of bitterness. He never really felt at ease in Mexico, and although he was anxious to be accepted as Mexican, he never lost his strong German accent. As time went on, he withdrew more and more. Frida recalled that “he had only two friends. One was an old largote [tall man] who always left his hat on top of the armoire. My father and the old man spent hours playing chess and drinking coffee.”

In 1936 Frida portrayed her birthplace and her family tree in the delightfully whimsical painting My Grandparents, My Parents and I (figure 2). She presents herself as a small girl (she said she was about two) standing naked and self-possessed in the patio of her blue house; her child-size chair is at her feet, and she holds the crimson ribbon, her bloodline, that supports her family tree as easily as if it were the string of a prized balloon. The portraits of her parents are based on their wedding photograph, in which the couple floats like angels in the sky, framed by an aureole of clouds. This old-fashioned photographic convention must have amused Frida: in the painting she has placed the portraits of her grandparents in similar soft cumulous nests. Frida’s maternal grandparents, the Indian Antonio Calderón and the gachupina (of Spanish extraction) Isabel González y González, are situated above Frida’s mother. On her father’s side is a European couple, Jakob Heinrich Kahlo and Henriette Kaufmann Kahlo. About the origin of Frida Kahlo’s most striking physical characteristic there can be no doubt: she inherited her heavy, joined eyebrows from her father’s mother. Frida said she looked like both her parents: “I have my father’s eyes and my mother’s body.” In the painting Guillermo Kahlo has an uneasy, penetrating gaze, a look that, in its unsettling intensity, was to appear again in his daughter’s eyes.

Frida has faithfully copied every ruffle, seam, and bow on her mother’s wedding dress from the original photograph, creating a humorous foil for the pink fetus, well along in development, that she has placed on the virginal white skirt. The fetus is Frida; that it may also refer to the possibility that her mother was pregnant when she got married is typical of Frida’s delight in multiple meanings. Below the fetus is a mock wedding portrait: a big sperm, trailed by a school of smaller competitors, penetrates an egg: Frida at the moment of conception. Close by is another scene of fecundation: a crimson, U-shaped cactus flower opening to receive pollen carried by wind.

Frida has set her house not in the suburbs but in the cactus-dotted plain of Mexico’s high central tableland. In the distance are the ravine-gashed mountains that were often the landscape setting of her self-portraits; just below the images of her paternal grandparents is the ocean. Her Mexican grandparents were symbolized by the earth, Frida explained, and her German ones by the sea. A humble Mexican home adjoins the Kahlos’ house, and in a field beyond there is a still more primitive dwelling, an Indian’s adobe hut. In a childlike vision, the artist has subsumed the entire town of Coyoacán into her own home, which she has then placed apart from the rest of reality, in a wilderness. Frida stands in the middle of her house, in the middle of Mexico, in the middle—one feels—of the world.




Chapter 2

Childhood in Coyoacán

MAGDALENA CARMEN FRIDA KAHLO Y CALDERÓN, the third daughter of Guillermo and Matilde Kahlo, was born on July 6, 1907, at eight-thirty in the morning, in the midst of the summer rainy season, when the high plateau of Mexico City is cold and dank. The first two names were given to Frida so that she could be baptized with a Christian name. Her third name, the one her family used, means “peace” in German. (Although her birth certificate says “Frida,” Frida spelled her name the German way, with an e, until the late 1930s, when she dropped the e because of the rise of Nazism in Germany.)

Shortly after Frida’s birth, her mother became ill, and the infant was suckled for a time by an Indian wet nurse. “I was nursed by a nana whose breasts they washed every time I was going to suckle,” she told a friend proudly. Years later, when the fact that she had been nourished by an indigenous woman’s milk became crucial to her, she painted the wet nurse as the mythic embodiment of her Mexican heritage and herself as an infant at her breast.

Perhaps because of Matilde Kahlo’s health—as she neared middle age, she began to suffer from “seizures” or “attacks” resembling her husband’s—or perhaps because of her temperament, Frida and her younger sister, Cristina, were cared for largely by their older sisters, Matilde and Adriana, and, whenever they were at home, by their half-sisters, María Luisa and Margarita, who had been placed in a convent when their father remarried.

Three years after Frida’s birth, the Mexican Revolution broke out. It began with uprisings in various parts of the country and with the gathering of guerrilla armies in Chihuahua (under Pascual Orozco and Pancho Villa) and in Morelos (under Emiliano Zapata); they were to continue for ten years. In May 1911 came the fall and exile of the old dictator, Porfirio Díaz. The revolutionary leader Francisco Madero was elected president in October 1912, but in February 1913, after the “tragic ten days,” when opposing troops in the National Palace and the Ciudadela bombarded each other, causing much destruction and death, Madero was double-crossed by General Victoriano Huerta and murdered. In the north, Venustiano Carranza rose to avenge the death of Madero. He took the title of first chief of the Constitutionalist Army and, with a small body of troops at his disposal, set out to overthrow Huerta. The vicious jockeying for power and its inevitable bloodlettings did not finally cease until the inauguration of President Alvaro Obregón, one of Carranza’s generals, in November 1920.

In her diary, written in the last decade of her life and now on display in her museum, Frida proudly—and, one suspects, with considerable poetic license—recalled being witness to the battles of the opposing revolutionary armies that bore down upon Mexico City.

I remember that I was four years old [actually, she was five] when the “tragic ten days” took place. I witnessed with my own eyes Zapata’s peasants’ battle against the Carrancistas. My situation was very clear. My mother opened the windows on Allende Street. She gave access to the Zapatistas, seeing to it that the wounded and hungry jumped from the windows of my house into the “living room.” She cured them and gave them thick tortillas, the only food that could be obtained in Coyoacán in those days. . . . We were four sisters: Matita, Adri, me (Frida) and Cristi, the chubby one. . . .

In 1914 bullets just hissed. I still hear their extraordinary sound. In the tianguis [market] of Coyoacán propaganda in favor of Zapata was made with corridos [revolutionary ballads] edited by [the printmaker José Guadalupe] Posada. On Friday these ballad sheets cost one centavo and, enclosed in a great wardrobe that smelled of walnut wood, Cristi and I sang them, while my mother and father watched out for us so that we could not fall into the hands of the guerrillas. I remember a wounded Carrancista running toward his stronghold [near] the river of Coyoacán. From the window I also spied [a] Zapatista with a bullet wound in his knee, squatting and putting on his sandals. [Here, Frida drew sketches of the Carrancista and the Zapatista.]

To Frida’s parents, the revolution was not an escapade but a misfortune. Guillermo Kahlo’s commissions from the Díaz government had given him enough money to build a comfortable house on a plot of land in a fashionable section of Coyoacán; the fall of that government, followed by a decade of civil war, brought him penury. Photographic commissions of any kind were hard to come by; as Frida said, “it was with great difficulty that a livelihood was earned in my house.”

Matilde Calderón had married a man with prospects; now she found herself having to scrimp and save. Her husband had no head for money and was often unable even to buy photographic supplies. They mortgaged the house, sold the French living room furniture, and at one point had to take in paying guests. As Guillermo Kahlo became increasingly taciturn and misanthropic, it was his matronly wife who kept the household on its feet, grumbling at servants, bargaining with shopkeepers, and complaining to the farmer who delivered the milk. “She did not know how to read or write,” Frida remembered. “She only knew how to count money.”

Matilde Kahlo knew more than that. She taught her daughters the domestic skills and graces that go with a traditional Mexican upbringing, and she tried to pass along to them the religious faith that meant so much to her, shepherding them to church every day and to retreats at Eastertime. Frida did learn to sew, embroider, cook, and clean at an early age—and all through her life she took great pride in the beauty and order of her home—but both she and Cristina rebelled against the traditional piety of their mother, their older sisters (Margarita became a nun), and their aunts. “My mother was hysterical about religion,” Frida said. “We had to pray before meals. While the others concentrated on their inner selves, Cristi and I would look at each other, forcing ourselves not to laugh.” She and Cristina attended a catechism class in preparation for their First Communion, “but we escaped and went to eat haws, quinces, and capulines [cherry-like fruit of the capulin tree] in a nearby orchard.”

When the time came to go to school, Frida and Cristina went together. “When I was three or four years of age they sent Cristi and me to a kindergarten,” Frida remembered. “The teacher was old-fashioned, with false hair and the strangest dresses. My first memory is of this teacher. She was standing in front of the dark classroom holding in one hand a candle and in the other an orange and explaining how the universe worked, the sun, the earth, and the moon. It made such an impression on me that I urinated. They took off my wet pants and put on the pants of a girl who lived across the street from my house. Because of this, I took such a dislike to the girl that one day I brought her near my house and I began to strangle her. Her tongue was already out of her mouth when a baker passed by and freed her from my hands.”

No doubt, Frida exaggerates her devilishness, but she was definitely a prankster. Once her half-sister María Luisa was sitting on the chamber pot. “In play I pushed her and she fell backward with the pot and all.” This time, the victim retaliated. “Furious, she said to me, ‘You are not the daughter of my mother or my father. They picked you up out of a trash can.’ This statement impressed me so much that I changed into a completely introverted creature. From then on I had adventures with an imaginary friend.”

Such rebuffs did not deter Frida for long. She even dared to tease her father, poking fun at his punctilious German ways by calling him “Herr Kahlo.” And it was she who played a leading role in the episode that perhaps more than any other demonstrates the unhappiness in the Kahlo household during the years when the sisters were growing up. Frida told the story:

When I was seven I helped my sister, Matilde, who was then fifteen years old, to escape with her boyfriend to Veracruz. I opened the balcony window and later closed it again so that it looked as if nothing had happened. Matita was my mother’s favorite, and her flight made my mother hysterical. . . . When Maty left, my father did not say a word. . . .

For some years we did not see Matita. One day while we were on a streetcar, my father said to me, “We’ll never find her!” I consoled him and in truth my hopes were sincere [for a friend had told me], “There is a married woman who looks very much like you living in the Doctores section of town. Her name is Matilde Kahlo.” In the back of a patio, in the fourth room off a long corridor, I found her. The room was full of light and birds. Matita was bathing herself with a hose. She lived there with Paco Hernández, whom she later married. They enjoyed a good economic situation and they did not have children. The first thing I did was to tell my father that I had found her. I visited her several times and I tried to convince my mother to see them, but she didn’t want to.

It was a long time before Frida’s mother forgave her eldest daughter. Matilde used to come home bearing gifts of fruit and delicacies, but since her mother refused to let her in, she left her offerings at the door. Later, when Matilde was gone, Señora Kahlo would take the presents into the house. Not until 1927, twelve years after Matilde ran away, could Frida write to a friend that “Maty now comes to this mansion. Peace has been made.”

Frida’s ambivalence toward her mother—her love as well as scorn—showed itself when, in an interview, she described her mother as both “cruel” (for drowning a litter of rats) and “very nice, active, intelligent.” And although the inevitable battles with the woman she called “mi Jefe” (my Chief) became more intense as both grew older, when her mother died Frida “could not stop crying.”

As a small child, Frida was a chubby imp, with a dimple in her chin and a mischievous glint in her eye. A family photograph taken when she was about seven shows a marked change: She is thin and gangling; her face is somber, her expression withdrawn. She stands alone behind a bush as if she wished to hide.

The reason for the change was illness: when Frida was six years old, she was stricken with polio. She was to spend nine months confined to her room. “It all began with a horrible pain in my right leg from the muscle downward,” she remembered. “They washed my little leg in a small tub with walnut water and small hot towels.”

The curious combination of being at once self-fascinated and outgoing that characterized Frida as an adult may have begun in the sick child’s exacerbated awareness of the discrepancy between the inner world of daydreams and the outer world of social interchange. The dream of having an imaginary friend, a consoling confidante, never left her; explaining in her diary the origin of the double self-portrait called The Two Fridas (plate XIV), she wrote:

I must have been 6 years old when I experienced intensely an imaginary friendship with a little girl more or less the same age as me. On the glass window of what at that time was my room, and which gave onto Allende Street, I breathed vapor onto one of the first panes. I let out a breath and with a finger I drew a “door.” . . . [Here Frida drew the window of her room.]

Full of great joy and urgency, I went out in my imagination, through this “door.” I crossed the whole plain that I saw in front of me until I arrived at the dairy called “Pinzón.” . . . I entered by the “O” of Pinzón and I went down in great haste into the interior of the earth, where “my imaginary friend” was always waiting for me. I do not remember her image or her color. But I do know that she was gay—she laughed a lot. Without sounds. She was agile and she danced as if she weighed nothing at all. I followed her in all her movements and while she danced I told her my secret problems. Which ones? I do not remember. But from my voice she knew everything about me. . . . When I returned to the window I entered through the same door drawn on the glass pane. When? For how long had I been with her? I do not know. It could have been a second or thousands of years. . . . I was happy. I blurred the “door” with my hand and it “disappeared.” I ran with my secret and my joy as far as the furthermost corner of the patio of my house, and always in the same place under a cedar tree, I cried out and laughed, surprised at being alone with my great happiness and with the so vivid memory of the little girl. Thirty-four years have passed since I experienced this magic friendship and every time that I remember it, it revives and becomes larger and larger inside of my world.

When Frida was up and about again, a doctor recommended a program of physical exercise to strengthen her withered right limb, and Guillermo Kahlo, who had been unusually tender and concerned during his daughter’s illness, made sure that she took up all kinds of sports, which were considered highly unusual for respectable young girls in Mexico at that time. She played soccer, boxed, wrestled, and became a champion swimmer. “My toys,” she recalled, “were those of a boy: skates, bicycles.” She liked to climb trees, row on the lakes of Chapultepec Park, and play ball.

Nevertheless, she said, “The leg remained very thin. When I was seven I wore little boots. In the beginning I supposed that the jokes [about my leg] did not injure me, but afterwards they did, and as time went on more intensely.” Frida’s childhood friend, the painter Aurora Reyes, says: “We were quite cruel about her leg. When she was riding her bicycle we would yell at her: ‘Frida, pata de palo!’ [Frida, peg leg], and she would respond furiously with lots of curses.” To hide the leg, she wore three or four socks on the thinner calf, and shoes with a built-up right heel. Other friends admired the fact that she never let her slight deformity keep her from physical activity. They remember her, black bloomers showing, pedaling her bicycle like a demon around Centenario Park. “She was extremely well coordinated and graceful. When she walked, she made little jumps so that she seemed to float like a bird in flight.”

But she was a wounded bird. And being wounded, she was different from the other children, and often lonely. Just at the age when she might have expanded her world beyond her family circle and made “best friends,” she was forced to stay at home. When she recovered and returned to school, she was teased and left out. Her reaction was alternately to withdraw (she said she became an “introverted creature”) and to overcompensate by becoming first a tomboy and later a “character.”

As in the photograph in which she stood apart from the family gathering, so in the paintings in which she portrayed herself as a child, Frida is alone (even in her depiction of her family tree, she stands apart). Although this solitude has much to do with feelings she had at the time she produced the paintings, it is also certain that her painted memories contain much truth about the past: a lonely adult recalls earlier moments of loneliness.

In a 1938 painting inscribed with the words “They ask for airplanes and are given straw wings” (figure 4), Frida combined her recollection of a minor childhood disappointment with her memory of her freedom of movement being curtailed by polio and with her current frustration at being immobilized by surgery on her foot. Diego Rivera’s biographer, Bertram D. Wolfe, said the painting recalls “the time when her parents dressed her in a white robe and wings to represent an angel (wings that caused a great unhappiness because they would not fly).” In it, Frida, who looks about seven, holds what she asked for and did not receive, a model airplane. The straw wings that she did receive are suspended by ribbons descending from the sky; clearly they cannot fly. To drive that point home, Frida has wound a ribbon around her skirt and nailed the bows at either end to the ground.

Another painting in which Frida shows herself as a solitary child is Four Inhabitants of Mexico (figure 5), from 1938. More ambiguous in its meaning than the self-portrait with straw wings, it at first looks like a harmless piece of Mexican folklore. It is, in fact, a forbidding image of a child confronting the emblems of her cultural heritage.

Unprotected by the walls of her family home, Frida sits on the dirt ground, sucking her middle finger, clutching the folds of her skirt, and impassively absorbing the comings and goings of the adult world. Flanking her are four odd characters: a pre-Columbian Nayarit idol, a Judas figure, a clay skeleton, and a straw horseman. Each of the four inhabitants was modeled after a Mexican artifact that the Riveras actually owned. The scene must be Coyoacán; La Rosita, a pulque bar near Frida’s house, is visible in the background. The village square is “empty, with few people,” Frida said, “because too much revolution has left Mexico empty.” For all her love of her native land, Frida has painted a highly ambivalent view, identifying Mexico’s sufferings with her own.

The young Frida stares at one of the four inhabitants, the pre-Columbian clay sculpture of a naked pregnant woman who is a symbol both of Mexico’s Indian heritage and of the little girl’s own future as a sexually mature woman. Like the adult Frida, the idol is broken; the fronts of its feet are missing and its head has been broken off and repaired. Frida told a friend that the idol is pregnant because, being dead, she has something alive inside, “which is the whole thing about Indians.” And she is naked “because they have no shame about sex or stupid things like that.”

The Judas figure, a large, mustachioed unshaven man wearing blue worker’s overalls, gesticulates as if he were delivering a pronunciamiento, and holds one of the fuses in his network of explosives in a position that suggests an erect penis. He is the male counterpart of the passive pregnant idol, the leader-destroyer who is full of fury and sound and blows himself up. The long shadow that he casts on the earth goes right between the female idol’s legs and lies next to her shadow, thus linking them as a couple. His shadow touches the little girl as well, so that she becomes, along with the Judas and the figurine, part of a family. Frida said she found more humor than menace in the Judas figure, explaining that the Judas was a pretext for joy, gaiety, and irresponsibility, and that it had nothing to do with religion. “It is burnt up,” she said, “ . . . it makes noise, it is beautiful, and because it goes to pieces it has color and form.”

The grimacing skeleton, a large version of the small ones Mexican children like to dandle and bounce during the Day of the Dead, signifies “death: very gay, a joke,” Frida said. Like the pregnant idol, the skeleton is in the child’s line of vision; it, too, represents her future.

Behind the skeleton, in the middle distance, is the straw man, perhaps a revolutionary bandit like Pancho Villa, wearing a hat and a cartridge belt and riding a straw burro. He suggests a fragility and pathos in Mexican life, a poignant mixture of poverty, pride, and dreams. Frida said that she put him in her painting “because he is weak, and at the same time has such elegance and is so easy to destroy.”

It is an odd vision of Mexico, for it suggests that the nation’s inhabitants—made of papier-mâché, straw, and clay—are the ephemeral survivors of a terrible history. Yet these objects had a personal significance for the mature Frida; like the monkeys and other pets with which she surrounded herself, they were to her a kind of family; they offered familiar comfort in a world that often felt void. The four inhabitants, three of which reappear in The Wounded Table, 1940 (figure 55), were Frida’s companions in a picturesque and sorrowful drama; in effect, as Frida created her Mexican persona, she herself became the fifth inhabitant of Mexico.

It took years for Frida to turn herself into that “fifth inhabitant.” Polio was the beginning of the transformation. All her life she hated the withered leg that resulted from this illness, and she hid it with long Mexican skirts and compensated for it (and for her other wounds) by becoming the most Mexican of Mexicans.

Of his six children, Frida was the one to whom Guillermo Kahlo felt most attached. Rarely demonstrative, he would nonetheless murmur, “Frida, lieber Frida,” in a low voice when he came home to Coyoacán from his work in Mexico City. He recognized in her something of his own high-strung sensibility, his own introspection and restlessness. “Frida is the most intelligent of my daughters,” Kahlo used to remark. “She is the most like me.”

A man of fixed habits, he did not have much time for his children. He left home early in the morning for his studio at the corner of Madero and Motolina, above La Perla, the jewelry shop where he had once worked, in the center of Mexico City. Because of the distance from Coyoacán, he did not follow the Mexican custom of going home in the middle of the day to eat a large comida. Instead, Señora Kahlo prepared his lunch in a Mexican basket and sent it to him with a houseboy.

The studio, consisting of a small study and a darkroom, was his own private world, complete with the props necessary to portrait photography (Oriental rug, French chairs, backdrops with illusionistic landscapes), his big German cameras, his lenses and glass plates—and a scale-model locomotive with intricate parts that he painstakingly maintained. As befitted a cultured European of that period in Mexico, he also had a small but carefully selected library—mainly German books, including works by Schiller and Goethe, as well as numerous volumes of philosophy; he once sententiously informed his daughters that “philosophy makes men prudent and helps them to fulfill their responsibilities.” Above his desk and dominating the room was a large portrait of a personal hero, Arthur Schopenhauer.

Every evening Guillermo Kahlo returned home at the same hour. Solemn, courteous, a little severe, he greeted his family, then went directly into the room that housed his German piano and shut himself in for an hour. His passions were Beethoven first, then Johann Strauss; the strains of the “Blue Danube” would be just audible through the thick walls. When he emerged, he ate alone, with his wife waiting on him in silence. After supper he played the piano again, and before retiring he always read.

Although Kahlo was not intimate with his children, he was attentive to his favorite. He stimulated Frida’s intellectual adventurousness, lending her books from his library and encouraging her to share his curiosity about, and passion for, all manifestations of nature—stones, flowers, animals, birds, insects, shells. On occasion, Frida and her father would go to nearby parks, and while Kahlo (who was an amateur painter) painted watercolors, she spent hours collecting pebbles, insects, and rare plants along the river’s edge. These she would take home to look up in books, to dissect, and to peer at under a microscope.

When she was old enough, her father shared with her his interest in Mexican archaeology and art and taught her to use a camera and to develop, retouch, and color photographs. Although the young Frida did not have much patience for the exacting work, something of her father’s fastidiousness, his concern for minute surface detail, would later appear in her own paintings. Certainly the tiny brush strokes and the small scale that retouching photographs entails became second nature to Frida, and the stiff formality of her father’s portraits affected her approach to portraiture. Acknowledging the link between his art and her own, Frida once said that her paintings were like the photographs that her father did for calendar illustrations, only instead of painting outer reality, she painted the calendars that were inside her head. And if Guillermo Kahlo’s meticulously realistic paintings, mostly still lifes and sentimental farm scenes, did not influence Frida, the fact that he was a painter as well as a photographer did: Frida is yet another instance of a woman artist—other examples are Marietta Robusti (Tintoretto’s daughter), Artemisia Gentileschi, Angelica Kaufman—with an artist father who encouraged her career.

After Frida’s bout with polio, the two were drawn even closer to each other, bound by a shared experience of illness and loneliness. Frida recalled that her father’s attacks frequently occurred at night, just before she went to bed. When she was a small child, she was hustled out of the way. Nothing was explained to her, and she would lie in bed in fright and wonder; in the morning she was equally perplexed to find her father acting perfectly normal, as if nothing had happened. He became, she said, a “kind of fearful mystery, for whom I also had pity.” Later, she often accompanied him on photography outings, to be there when he needed her. “Many times when he went walking with his camera on his shoulder and me by the hand, he would suddenly fall. I learned to help him during his attacks in the middle of the street. On the one hand, I would make sure that he immediately breathed alcohol or ether, and on the other, I watched so that his camera would not be stolen.”

Years later, Frida wrote in her diary: “My childhood was marvelous, because, although my father was a sick man (he had vertigos every month and a half), he was an immense example to me of tenderness, of work (photographer and also painter) and above all of understanding for all my problems.”

Another testimony to her daughterly love is Portrait of Don Guillermo Kahlo (figure 7). It is based on a photograph that he probably took of himself, and was painted in 1952, eleven years after he had died of a heart attack, and only two years before her own death. Sober browns, grays, and black convey the seriousness of Herr Kahlo; the furrowed brow and the wild, haunted look in his overlarge eyes—eyes that are as round and shiny as his camera lens—hint at emotional imbalance. It is surprising that Frida once used the word “tranquil” to describe her father, for his surface calm came from control and taciturnity, not from any real feelings of peace. Similarly, Frida would choose to paint her own face always as an impassive mask to hide the disquiet within. Surrounding the man and his camera, and echoing the circular forms of eyes and lens, Frida has painted magnified cells containing dark nuclei afloat in a swarm of small dark marks that suggest sperm. Did she merely want to refer to the fact that he was her biological progenitor? Or does the background suggest that Frida saw a connection between her father and primal energy? Whatever their meaning, the effect of the staccato marks is to heighten the sense of Guillermo Kahlo’s unrest.

The inscribed scroll below her father’s bust reads: “I painted my father, Wilhelm Kahlo of Hungarian-German origin, artist-photographer by profession, in character generous, intelligent and fine, valiant because he suffered for sixty years with epilepsy, but he never stopped working and he fought against Hitler, with adoration. His daughter Frida Kahlo.”




Chapter 3

The National Preparatory School

IN 1922, FRIDA KAHLO entered what was undoubtedly the best educational institution in Mexico, the National Preparatory School. Out from under the thumbs of mother, sisters, aunts, away from the gentle, slow village life of Coyoacán, she was thrust into the heart of Mexico City, where modern Mexico was being invented and where students actually participated in that invention. Among her fellows were the cream of Mexico’s youth, sons and daughters of professional people from the capital and from the provinces who wanted their children to prepare for the various graduate and professional schools of the National University. By the time their student days were over, not only had they helped to change both their school and their university; they were on their way to becoming leaders in the national community as well. It is no wonder that when Frida changed her birth date she chose to have been born the year of the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution. If the decision came in a flash of insight, the story behind it unfurled in her tumultuous years at the Preparatory School.

From its inception, the Preparatoria was impressive. It was founded in 1868, after the execution of Emperor Maximilian, when the Jesuit College of San Ildefonso was transformed into part of the restored republic’s system of free secular education set up by President Benito Juarez, and it was more like a college than a secondary school. Its first director, Gabino Barreda, described the curriculum as a ladder of knowledge, one step leading to the next, beginning with mathematics and culminating with logic. In between, students would take numerous courses in the physical and biological sciences; languages would be coordinated with the sequence of scientific study—first French, followed by English, in some cases German, and in the final two years, Latin. “The following,” Barreda said, “will be our motto: liberty, order, progress; liberty as a means, order as a basis and progress as an end.” His words were an interpretation of those carved in stone on the Preparatoria’s escutcheon: “Love, Order and Progress.”

In 1910, as the opening guns of the revolution were sounding in the provinces, Porfirio Díaz’s last minister of instruction, Justa Sierra, created the National University of Mexico and made the Preparatoria an integral part of it; by the 1920s, attending the school meant being taught by the ablest minds of Mexico—biologist Isaac Ochoterena, for example; historian Daniel Cossio Villegas; philosophers Antonio Caso and Samuel Ramos; scholars of literature Erasmo Castellanos Quinto, Jaime Torres Bodet, and Narciso Bassols (then director of the National Law School), the last two of whom later served as education ministers. It also meant being caught up in a center of cultural and political ferment.

During the thirty-four-year dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, the nation’s course had been largely determined by a group of lawyers, accountants, and intellectuals known as the científicos (“scientific ones”; most of these men were students of the positivist philosophy of Auguste Comte). They had looked abroad to “modern” Europe for cultural and economic models, and they placed much of Mexico’s industry and the exploitation of her natural resources in foreign—North American or European—hands. Indigenous Mexican culture was despised, and the Indians who created it were debased. Sophisticated Mexicans preferred imitations: paintings that looked like those of the Spanish masters Murillo or Zuloaga, avenues that copied the Champs-Élysées, and Beaux Arts buildings that resembled French neoclassic birthday cakes. Porfirio Díaz himself powdered his bronze skin to hide the fact that he was a Mixtec Indian with only a little Spanish blood.

It took a decade of revolution to return Mexico to the Mexicans, but by the 1920s the gains of the long battle were being consolidated. There were land and labor reforms, the power of the Catholic Church was severely curtailed, laws were passed decreeing the return of natural resources to the nation. As Mexicans began to forge a proud new identity, they rejected previously prized ideas and fashions borrowed from France and Spain, and they embraced native culture. “Idealists, persist in the salvation of the Republic,” Antonio Caso exhorted his students. “Turn your eyes to the soil of Mexico, to our customs and our traditions, our hopes and our wishes, to what we in truth are!”

Upon his election in 1920, President Alvaro Obregón appointed as his minister of public education José Vasconcelos, a brilliant lawyer and philosopher of the post-científico generation, who had participated in the revolt against Díaz. Vasconcelos’s aim was to make Mexican education truly Mexican: it was, he said, to be founded on “our blood, our language and our people.” Launching a crusade to make Mexico literate, he ordered the construction of a thousand rural schools and then marshaled an army of teachers to take books (and the flag) into the hinterlands. He equipped libraries, constructed playgrounds and public swimming pools, and organized open-air art schools. He ordered classics like Plato’s Dialogues, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and Goethe’s Faust to be published at prices the people could afford, and for those who could not read, he arranged free concerts and contracted with painters like Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros to work at masons’ wages, decorating public walls with murals that glorified Mexican history and culture. Art, Vasconcelos believed, could inspire social change. His was a philosophy of intuition, opposed to the logic and empiricism that the científicos had revered. “Men are more malleable when approached through their senses,” he said, “as happens when one contemplates beautiful forms and figures, or hears beautiful rhythms and melodies.” His mystical belief in the greatness of Amerindian man was epitomized in his words: “The Spirit Shall Speak Through My Race.”

This, then, was the mood of ardor and activism, anger and reformist zeal, that became Frida’s matrix when she left the protective walls of her patio, broke with the familiar tempo of her barrio, and took the one-hour trolley ride into the city to go to her new school. “We do not speak of a time of lies nor of illusions, nor of daydreams,” wrote Andrés Iduarte (director of the National Institute of Fine Arts in the early 1950s), who knew Frida at the Preparatoria. “That was a time of truth, of faith, of passion, of nobility, of progress, of celestial air and of very terrestrial steel. We were fortunate, together with Frida, we were fortunate, the young people, the boys, the children of my time: our vitality coincided with that of Mexico; we grew spiritually while the country grew in the moral realm.”

The fortress-like colonial structure of reddish-brown volcanic stone that houses the Preparatory School stands only a few blocks from the Zócalo, Mexico’s central plaza (said to be built over the great square and temples of the Aztecs), where the cathedral and government buildings, including the National Palace, are located. In Frida’s day, this was also the university district, and near the Preparatoria were numerous stores, restaurants, public gardens, and movie houses, as well as various other schools, such as the Escuela Miguel Lerdo, outside which Preparatoria boys gathered each afternoon at five to wait for their girl friends to emerge. Street vendors found hungry customers for carnitas (broiled meat) or nieve (sherbet) or churros (fritters), and organ grinders filled romantic young ears with the sweet, sad tunes of Agustín Lara.

The Preparatoria’s arcaded patios were a playground, a podium, and a battlefield. The gymnastics teacher would shout, “One, two; one, two!” as an army of feet jumped together and apart, and the walls resounded with the school’s cry: “Shi . . . ts . . . púm/Jooya, Jooya,/Ca-chun, ca-chun, ra, ra,/Joooya, Joooya,/ PREPARATORIA!” In the patios, too, could be heard the earnest but passionate tones of youthful orators arguing for student rights or declaring their allegiances—right, left, center—while pranksters plotted mischief in dark stairways. The mood of ebullience sometimes spilled out of the school building into the streets; once during carnival season a boy dressed as Cupid hijacked a streetcar and drove the “madhouse on wheels” all over Mexico City. Sometimes bombs exploded, and firemen with hoses were summoned. Guns were fired; on one occasion, a shot blew off the fire chief’s nose. “Formidable Affray at the Preparatory School!” ran the headline. “Aggression Against the Minister of Education!”

When Frida entered the Preparatoria, girls had just recently been admitted; not surprisingly, few attended, and Frida was one of thirty-five in a student body of some two thousand (one father allowed his daughter to enroll only on the condition that she promise not to talk to the boys). Probably Matilde Calderón de Kahlo resisted sending her daughter to such an unprotective place, but Guillermo Kahlo had no reservations. Having no son to fulfill his own disappointed scholarly ambitions, he pinned his hopes on his favorite child. Frida, like the most promising son in time-honored tradition, was to equip herself to enter a profession. That she passed the entrance examinations to the Preparatoria is an indication of her exceptional promise. She selected a course of studies that would lead her after five years to medical school.

At fourteen, Frida was slender and well proportioned—“a fragile adolescent” who radiated a strange vitality, a mixture of tenderness and willful spunk. She wore her thick black hair with bangs cut straight across her forehead (later she cropped it in a style that might have been “flapper” but for unruly curls). Full, sensuous lips, together with the dimple in her chin, gave her an impetuous, naughty look that was enhanced by shining dark eyes under heavy connecting eyebrows. She arrived at the school, where students wore no uniform, dressed like a German high school student, in a dark-blue pleated gabardine skirt, thick stockings, boots, and a broad-brimmed black straw hat with ribbons down the back. Alicia Galant, a friend (and portrait subject) who met Frida in 1924, remembers her in blue overalls with metal clasps bicycling in Coyoacán. This unconventional garb plus her boy’s haircut made bourgeois mothers, who caught sight of her cycling with a group of boys, exclaim: “Que niña tan fea!” (What an ugly girl!) But her friends found her fascinating. Many of them recall that she always carried a schoolboy’s knapsack amounting to “a little world on her back”: texts, notebooks, drawings, butterflies and dried flowers, colors, and books printed in gothic script from the library of her father.

From the outset, the tomboy was seldom seen on the top floor of the Preparatory School’s largest patio, where the girls’ prefect, Dolores Angeles Castillo, held sway and where girls were expected to be when they were not in class. Frida considered most girls to be cursi (corny and vulgar), and irritated by their endless gossiping and pettiness, she called them escuinclas (pejoratively, “kids”; escuincles are hairless Mexican dogs). She preferred to romp in the school’s corridors, participating in the activities of some of the many cliques that gave social life at the school its informal structure. There were groups that engaged in particular activities—sports, politics, journalism, literature, art, philosophy. There were debating groups, groups that went on excursions, and societies involved in social action. Some felt that Vasconcelos’s popular reforms were the equivalent of a national rebirth. Others thought that the democratization of culture meant cultural debasement. Some read Marx; others were embittered by the reforms of the revolution. While radical students rejected religion, conservative ones defended the Catholic Church with zeal and violence. The various factions battled in the school’s hallways and in the pages of innumerable school publications.

Frida had friends in several cliques at the Preparatoria. Among the Contemporáneos, a literary group, she knew the poet Salvador Novo and the essayist, poet, and novelist Xavier Villaurrutia. Later, she would become a close friend of the prominent poet Carlos Pellicer, and of course she knew the critic Jorge Cuesta (who married Diego Rivera’s second wife, Lupe Marín). Known in the annals of Mexican literature as elitist, purist, and avant-garde in a Europeanizing way (they loved Gide, Cocteau, Pound, Eliot), the Contemporáneos were opposed to both social realism and the idealizing of indigenous culture. Another group whose company Frida enjoyed was the Maistros, which included two much-admired pro-Vasconcelos student orators: Salvador Azuela (son of the novelist Mariano Azuela, who wrote The Underdogs, the most prominent novel of the Mexican Revolution) and the radical leftist Germán de Campo.

But Frida’s real cuates (pals) were the Cachuchas, named after the caps they all wore and famous at the Preparatoria for their brains and their mischief. This band of seven boys and two girls—Miguel N. Lira (whom Frida nicknamed “Chong Lee” because he was a respected scholar of Chinese poetry), José Gómez Robleda, Agustín Lira, Jesús Ríos y Valles (Frida called him Chucho Paisajes, “landscapes,” because of his surname, “rivers and valleys”), Alfonso Villa, Manuel González Ramírez, and Alejandro Gómez Arias, along with Carmen Jaime and Frida—went on to become outstanding members of Mexico’s professional class. Today, Alejandro Gómez Arias is a highly respected intellectual, a lawyer, and a political journalist; Miguel N. Lira became a lawyer and a poet; José Gómez Robleda was a professor of psychiatry at the university medical school, and Manuel González Ramírez was a historian, a writer, and a lawyer (he served both Frida and Diego on various occasions).

What united them in their school days was not so much an activity or a cause as an attitude of irreverence. Although they did not involve themselves with politics (they thought politicians acted out of narrow self-interest), they espoused a kind of romantic socialism mixed with nationalism. As followers of Vasconcelos they held high ideals for their country’s future and agitated for reforms at the school. But at the same time they enjoyed creating anarchy in the classrooms, and their escapades were outrageous and sometimes terrible: once classrooms emptied when they rode a donkey through the halls; another time, they wove a web of fireworks around a dog, lit them, and sent the poor beast running and barking through the corridors. One of the group remembers that “it was the joking attitude we had toward people and things that drew Frida to us, not because she had the habit of laughing at other people but because it captivated her, and she began to learn it, and ended by becoming a master of pun and, when they were called for, of cutting witticisms.” From the Cachuchas, Frida also learned a kind of comradely loyalty, a boyish way of handling friendship that she would keep all her life. In their company, her natural mischievousness deepened into a delight in subverting all authorities.

The Cachuchas’ most outrageous “prank” involved Antonio Caso, one of the most
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