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ABSTRACT

Prior to the late 1970s, Frida Kahlo was primarily studied and admired by only a small community consisting of intellectuals and art enthusiasts. The rebirth of feminism and a flood of films, art exhibitions, and publications produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s stimulated mass interest in Frida Kahlo’s life and art. Kahlo is now one of the most venerated artists of Latin America. This senior study explores the complexity of Kahlo’s life and how its influence is threaded throughout her work. Frida held Mexico to the highest esteem and this work explores how its revolution affected Kahlo and her art. This senior study also explores the origin and extent of Kahlo’s affiliation with the Mexican Communist Party. The study concludes with an explanation on why Frida’s art was so innovative and enduring. 
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INTRODUCTION

Prior to the late 1970s, Frida Kahlo was primarily studied and admired by only a small community consisting of scholars and art enthusiasts. The rebirth of feminism and a glut of films, art exhibitions, and publications produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s (including Hayden Herrera’s renowned 1983 biography) stimulated mass interest in Frida Kahlo’s life and art. She is especially popular among Latin Americans living in the United States. By the early 1990s, Frida Kahlo had reached “cult status”, and her notoriety had pervaded into American popular culture. In many museum gift shops her picture adorns t-shirts, calendars, postcards, etc., and there continues to be an abundance of Frida inspired books, films, essays, and musicals created each year.
 Edward Sullivan, author of “Frida Kahlo in New York” explains that Kahlo has attained such recognition, which surpasses any success she had during her lifetime, because she is “a role model for many people—feminists, lesbians, gay men, and others who are searching for a hero—someone to validate their struggle to find their own public personalities. Frida, as a woman of personal and aesthetic strength and courage met that need.” 

Mass admiration for Frida may cause one to inquire what made her so intriguing.  Kahlo, as an artist, was never controlled by the rules that were positioned by her predecessors or peers, in that she wasn’t afraid to break taboos and expose what it was really like to be a woman. One example of Frida’s gritty portrayal of women is her painting, “My Birth” (1932)
 in which a partially covered, half-strangulated woman lays on bloodstained sheet with her legs wide and an ensanguined head bursting from her vagina.
  Frida’s husband, Diego Rivera, stated:

 Frida began work on a series of masterpieces which had no precedent in the history of art—paintings which exalted the feminine qualities of endurance, truth, reality, cruelty, and suffering. Never before had a woman put such agonized poetry on canvas as Frida did at this time in Detroit.
 

Frida was admired by her compatriots because she was able to keep the history of Mexico alive and portrayed an accurate image of her beloved nation in her paintings. Frida grew up during the Mexican Revolution, a period in which the country was struggling to find its own identity.  By the end of the Revolution, Mexico had embraced its ethnic diversity and celebrated the heritage and history of all its citizens including those of European, Indian, and Spanish lineage. The paintings of Frida Kahlo often glorified Mexico’s cross- cultural identity. Frida was also fascinated with Mexico’s early history and that fascination was evident through her paintings in which she was able to connect the times in which she lived to the Aztec past.
 Frida also differentiated her art from that of her contemporaries in that she painted small paintings on sheet metal rather than displaying her art on the large murals that were popular at the time. 
  

Frida’s admirers are also largely enticed by the story of her life, for which her paintings are presented as simple illustrations. Frida had a flair for portraying herself as a victim.
 Kahlo’s life was saturated with pain; specifically, complications with her health and her turbulent relationship with Diego Rivera.  If one were to view a compilation of Frida Kahlo’s art he or she would find an assortment of images depicting Frida in intense pain, including portrayals of Frida hemorrhaging after a miscarriage, (Henry Ford Hospital, 1942) strangled by thorns, (Self-Portrait, 1940), and being penetrated by a plethora of arrows (The Little Deer, 1946). Frida is venerated by many for her “triumph” in making art despite the “torment” of her physical and emotional pain.
 While Frida’s resilience promotes admiration, in essence it also commemorates the tribulations in her life so that celebrating her strength inevitably promotes sympathy for her pain.
 Utilizing her art, Frida made implications that she was both a victim and victor. Hayden Herrera further explains the complex way in which Frida depicted her self: 

There is the tension created by Kahlo’s festive, becostumed exterior and her anguished interior. There is a split between her mask of control and the turmoil that thrashed inside her head. Even as she presented herself as a heroine, she insisted that we know her vulnerability.  And while she was compelled to see herself and truly be seen, she hid behind the mythic creature she invented to help her withstand life’s blows…her self portraits…were not just means to communicate feeling, but a device to keep feeling in check. 

Frida appeals to such a wide range of people because she embodied so many conflicting traits. When one admires another it is easy to disregard any imperfections the admired may have; however, with Frida, that ability to omit flaws is almost unfeasible because she portrayed herself in such candid way. I believe Frida is not solely admired for her talent and originality as an artist, her ability to overcome pain, her appreciation for Mexico, or the complex way she portrayed herself in her paintings. Frida Kahlo deserves recognition for her persistence in life despite the many difficulties she endured along the way. Frida was filled with passion and in a world that is brimming with apathy, an exploration of Frida Kahlo’s life provides an inspirational dose of possibility. This work will further examine three of Frida’s passions— her adoration for Mexico and its culture, her fervent love affair with Diego Rivera, and her affiliation with the Communist party—and explain how that passion was depicted in her art. 

CHAPTER I

A DISCUSSION OF HOW THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION AFFECTED FRIDA KAHLO


Magdalena Carmen Frida Kahlo Y Calderon was born in Coyoacan, Mexico on July 6, 1907; however, later in life she would shave three years of her age so that her birth would coincide with the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution.  This was not an act of vanity but rather a significant example of how connected Kahlo felt to Mexico and the ideology that arose from its Revolution. Frida was a revolutionary artist born amidst political disarray on her native soil. Frida in her diary states:

In 1914 bullets just hissed. I still hear their extraordinary sound. In the tianguis [market] of Coyoacan propaganda in favor of Zapata was made with corridos [revolutionary ballads] edited by [the printmaker Jose 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 Coyoacan. From the window I also spied [a] Zapatista with a bullet wound in his knee squatting and putting on his sandals.

During the revolution, the streets of Mexico were engulfed with passion, chaos, and bloodshed. Frida, having observed Mexico’s violent rebirth, decided that she and modern Mexico had been born together.
 Frida would maintain the adoration for Mexico she developed as a child throughout her life. To understand Frida Kahlo and her art, it is imperative that one understands the significance of the Mexican Revolution.


Prior to the revolution, Mexico was not really a nation. The leaders and citizens of Mexico did not encompass a strong sense of nationalism and many denounced the diversity of the country’s citizens. There was a wide held belief that the Indians were inferior, incompetent children at best, and that the immense gap between the social classes was natural.
 Mexico was a land of locally bred colonists that felt as if they were living in a foreign country. To rectify this feeling of distance, leaders and citizens sought inspiration outside their native country; therefore, pre-revolutionary Mexico was greatly influenced by the United States and Europe.
 

In spite of a hundred years of independence, numerous rebellions, civil wars, foreign invasions, and changes in the constitution, the basic economic, social, and political pattern of Mexico had changed only slightly. The people of Mexico remained downtrodden and were neither considered nor consulted when the government made decisions that would greatly affect their lives.  The conflict that had been plaguing Mexico for the last hundred years had primarily been among the rulers of the nation, between the monarchist and the republicans, between the Church and the State, between the federalist and the centralist.
 In spite of all their differences, most of those who had influence in Mexico were equally consumed with contempt for Indians and peasants, believing Mexico should be lead only by its “natural” leaders. 
 The significance of the Mexican Revolution lies in the fact that it refused to accept this belief. Mexican citizens, who had continuously been ignored by their government, insisted on their right to participate in the government itself. Therefore, the Mexican Revolution may be characterized as an emerging nationalism. The Revolution aimed to identify the people of Mexico with the Mexican nation and brought unity to people who had always been divided by race, language, culture, and class. 
 

The Mexican Revolution took place between 1910 and 1920, in which time the Republic of Mexico underwent a mass amount of political and social upheaval. As of 1910, the Republic of Mexico was in actuality a dictatorship, ruled since 1877 by General Jose de la Cruz Porfirio Diaz. President Diaz had gained popularity as a triumphant commander under Mexico’s most beloved leader, President Benito Juarez. He exploited his well-earned success to attain presidency of Mexico.
 In the beginning of his regime, Diaz appeared to be an ideal leader filled with good intentions. Strong and decisive, Diaz was successful in stabilizing the Mexican government and dramatically decreasing the crime rate.
 He increased the strength of the Mexican bureaucracy by placing strong governors throughout Mexico so that all areas had some form of leadership.
 In addition, he greatly strengthened Mexico’s infrastructure—industry, roads, and public works—and provided Mexico with a much-needed renovation. He was able to do this because he utilized the best technical brains available in Mexico, planners and intellectuals who came to be known as cientificos. Under Diaz, this group of scholars masterminded the “Mexican Miracle”, which was a period of substantial economic growth due to national planning.
  In spite of their apparent success, the cientificos hindered Mexico from becoming a strong and united country in that they depended on modern Europe for cultural and economic models and placed a massive amount of Mexico’s industry and natural resources into foreign hands. The cientificos also held strong disdain for Indigenous Mexican culture and believed the Indians who created it were impure. 
  Diaz himself powdered his skin to hide the fact that he was Indian with only a small amount of Spanish blood.


During the thirty-three years of Diaz’s rule, both the president and his cientificos became increasingly more authoritarian and disconnected from the citizens they were meant to serve. Diaz’s plan to renovate Mexico with ambitious public work programs required a mass amount of funds; therefore, catering to the rich—especially foreigners—to acquire money became a major priority.
  In his quest to gain funds, Diaz enriched Mexico’s already affluent allies while exploiting poor Mexicans. Both the wealthy and underprivileged were dissatisfied with Diaz’s desire to expand the Mexican economy and his increased involvement with the United States.
  Mexican citizens had become increasingly dissatisfied with their leader; however, it appeared that Diaz’s regime was indestructible. In 1910, the dictator hosted an extravagant state celebration marking 100 years of Mexican independence. The elite of the world attended the lavish event and Diaz himself was toasted for his effort in reforming Mexico.
 

In spite of this façade, Diaz’s regime had lost the support of Mexico’s citizens and the Mexican army—the source of the regime’s strength—had grown weak. The Mexican Revolution began with rebellions in various parts of the country and with the gathering of guerilla armies in Chihuahua—under Pascal Orozco and the infamous Pancho Villa—and in Morelos—under Emiliano Zapata. The rebels were initially successful and Diaz was forced from power with amazing ease only one year after the centennial celebration. 
 However, the overthrow of Diaz did not help Mexico attain political stability but rather spurred a whirlwind of leaders who utilized brutality, manipulation, and foreign involvement to gain power, and that power was usually cut short due to violence. The vicious struggle for control and its inevitable bloodlettings did not finally cease until the inauguration of President Alvaro Obregon in November 1920.

The release of energy and emotion induced by the upheaval that began with the overthrow of General Diaz has spread in many directions and greatly changed the Mexican social and political design. A feudal land holding society was dissolved, the older political oligarchy was destroyed, the power of the military caste decreased, education increased, and foreign interest was reduced
 After the Revolution, citizens were able to participate in shaping their own future. Peasant leagues, trade unions, and the native middle class became vocal about political affairs, calling for rule by educated professionals rather than feudalistic warlords who came to power by force alone. A feeling of democracy and equality became the dominant tone in Mexico after the Revolution. The oppression and fear that once plagued the Mexican people had been replaced with the promise of internal peace and of greater opportunities.

Like most Mexican citizens, Frida Kahlo’s life was greatly affected by the Mexican Revolution; thus, her education, dress, and most significantly, her art all mirrored its ideology. In 1922, Frida entered what was undeniably the best educational institution in Mexico, the National Preparatory School. She left the quiet town of Coyoacan and was thrust into the heart on Mexico City, where modern Mexico was being evolved and where students actually participated in its evolution.
 Frida was one of thirty five girls in a student body of some two thousand boys. The school had just recently begun to admit girls, and not surprisingly few attended.
 

During the thirty-four-year dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, the nation’s itinerary had largely been determined by the cientificos—most of these men were students of the positivist philosophy of Auguste Comte—and looked abroad to modern Europe for knowledge and inspiration. Mexico’s education system reflected the significance the cientificos placed on Europe.
 However, upon his election in 1920, President Alvaro Obergon appointed as his minister of public education Jose Vasconcelos, a brilliant lawyer and philosopher of the post-cientifico generation, who had adamantly protested against Diaz’s rule. Vasconcelos’ goal was to make Mexican education truly Mexican: our nation’s education, he said, will emerge from “our blood, our language, and our people.” Vasconcelos initiated a campaign to make Mexico literate, he ordered the construction of rural schools, and ordered thousands of teachers to take books and the flag into the community. Vasconcelos also organized open air art schools, arranged free concerts, and contracted with painters like Diego Rivera and Jose Clemente Orozco to work for low wages, decorating the city with murals that exalted Mexican history and culture. Vasconcelos strongly believed that art could inspire social change and his philosophy was that of intuition, opposed to the philosophy of logic the cientificos had advocated. Vasconcelos states, “Men are malleable when approached through their senses.”
 The institution filled with ardor and activism, anger and reformist zeal was Frida’s sanctuary for three years and undoubtedly shaped her into the zealous woman she became. Andre Iduarte,—director of the National Institute of Fine Arts in the early 1950s—who knew Frida at the Preparatoria states:

We did not speak of a time of lies nor illusions, nor of daydreams. That was a time of truth, of faith, of passion, of nobility, of progress, of celestial air and 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 Mexican Revolution changed Frida in many ways and probably the most visible was her exotic and ethnic choice in fashion. For Frida clothing was not only something she wore but in many ways it represented who she was. Frida Kahlo literally wore her “heart on her sleeve” in that her clothing exemplified her love for her country and its people. The costume she favored was that of the women from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and the history surrounding them unquestionably inspired her choice. The Tehuantepec women are infamous for being dignified, beautiful, passionate, intelligent, brave, and strong. Theirs is a matriarchal society where women are the breadwinners and dominate the men. There costume is also a beautiful one and it usually consist of an embroidered blouse and a long skirt, usually of purple or red velvet, with a ruffle of white cotton at the hem. The Tehuantepec women adorned themselves with gold chains or necklaces of gold coins that represented a girl’s well earned dowry.
 Frida loved the Tehuana costume so much that it prompted her to choose as a wedding dress the borrowed clothes of an Indian maid.
 On occasion, Frida would wear costumes from other times and other places. Sometimes she would mix different parts of different costumes to carefully construct the perfect ensemble. At times she wore Indian huaraches (sandals) or short leather boots of the type worn in the provinces in the beginning of the century as well as by the soldaderas—female soldiers—who fought among men in the Mexican Revolution.  Occasionally, when Frida posed for the photographer Imogen Cunningham, she would wrap her rebozo—a women’s garment similar to a scarf—in the method of a soldadera. Other times Frida wore an ornately embroidered and fringed Spanish silk shawl and layers of petticoats whose hems she had embroidered with vulgar Mexican sayings.

 Some would argue that Frida adopted Mexican dress in order to seek approval from her husband who was highly inspired by the revolution, Diego Rivera. A painter himself, Rivera had traveled to the Isthmus in order to paint its people at work and play and it is believed that he had a love affair with a Tehuana beauty.
 Rivera, who was of Spanish-Indian and Portuguese-Jewish descent liked to emphasize the Indian aspect of Frida’s heritage presenting her as an authentic and primitive woman. Rivera states: 

She is a person whose thoughts and feelings are unrestricted by any limitations forced on them by false necessities of bourgeois social conformity. She senses all experience deeply, because the sensitivity of her organism has not yet been dulled by overextension along lines which lead to the dissolution of those innate faculties.

Similar to most Mexican women in the twenties, Frida believed that wearing Mexican clothing made a woman feel more “real” and connected with nature. From a political viewpoint, wearing native dress one was a way of pledging allegiance to Mexico and its people. Rivera gave a great account on how significant Mexican costume was to the citizens of Mexico when he explained that:

The classic Mexican dress has been created for the people by the people. The Mexican women who do not wear it do not belong to the people, but are mentally and emotionally dependent on a foreign class to which they wish to belong, i.e., the great American and French bureaucracy.

To Frida, getting dressed each day was an event. She adorned her herself with bright colors, luxurious fabrics, and stunning jewelry that was very much Mexican and very much her own. It is reasonable that Frida dressed in such a manner to display her connection with Mexico and its people, but it is also valid that Frida was meticulous in her costume in order to mask her flaws and to compensate for how damaged she felt she was.  Hayden Herrrera explains:

The elaborate packaging was an attempt to compensate for the body’s deficiencies, for her sense of fragmentation, dissolution, and mortality. Ribbons, flowers, jewels, and sashes became more and more colorful and elaborate as her health declined. In a sense Frida was like a Mexican piñata, a fragile vessel decorated with frills and ruffles, filled with sweets and surprises, but destined to be smashed. Just as a blindfolded children swing at a piñata with a broomstick, life dealt Frida blow after blow. While the piñata dances and sways, the knowledge that it is about to be destroyed makes its bright beauty all more poignant. In the same way, Frida’s decoration was touching: it was at once an affirmation of her love of life and a signal of her awareness—and defiance—of pain and death.


Frida was undoubtedly an artist of the Mexican Revolution in that most of her art and art classes she intertwined components of Mexican culture. In the Twenties, many Mexicans had already begun to reject fashions borrowed from Spain and France and embrace their native culture.
 However, in Frida’s first self portrait (Self Portrait in a Velvet Dress, 1926) she is not dressed in Mexican inspired clothing, but chose rather to wear a lavish velvet Renaissance-style gown.
 It is obvious that early on Frida had not yet developed a style of her own and had borrowed techniques and ideas from her predecessors who had been influenced by Europeans. In her second self portrait (Self Portrait Time Flies, 1929), Frida replaces the Renaissance style of her previous paintings with the more traditional Mexican folk style of painting that could be commonly found in the murals that adorned Mexico. In Self Portrait Time Flies
, Frida exchanges her velvet gown for simple cotton peasant clothes. The jewelry Frida is wearing was a testament to pre-Columbian and colonial influences. The dominant colors of the work are red, green, and white, which are, not coincidentally, the colors of the Mexican flag.
 Frida’s art evolved from being somber and influenced considerably by foreigners into the vibrant, colorful, Mexican style that was remained visible throughout the her career.
 Frida’s ability to link Mexican culture—whether it was Tehuana dress, Mexican idols and sculptors, or indigenous people—into her artwork validated her status as a revolutionary artist. 


In 1942, Frida was selected to be a founding member of Seminario de Cultura Mexicana, an organization that consisted of twenty-five artists and intellectuals, whose purpose was to spread Mexican culture through lectures, exhibitions, and publications.
  In that same year, Frida began teaching at La Esmeralda—the Ministry of Public Education’s School of Painting and Sculpture—with contemporaries like Jesus Guerrero Galvan, Carlos Orozco Romero, and Diego Rivera. Their aim was not to create artists, but rather equip individuals whose creative personalities would later express themselves in the arts. The students were discouraged from drawing from plaster casts or copying European models, and were instead sent into the streets and fields of Mexico.
 One of Frida’s former students explained:

Frida’s great teaching was to see through artist’s eyes, to open our eyes to see the world, to see Mexico. She did not influence us through her way of painting, but through her way of living, of looking at the world and at people and at art. She made us feel and understand a certain kind of beauty in Mexico that we not have realized by ourselves.

Some of Frida’s students had studied mural painting with Diego Rivera at La Esmeralda and understanding their interest, she arranged for them to paint several murals within the community. Frida began the project in the spirit of fun and no intention of it becoming a recognizable achievement. Frida chose to paint murals on public houses in which many members of the community would meet. However, the town embraced the project and threw a fiesta in its honor. Frida was congratulated for her cultural work and making true art available to all people.



The Mexican Revolution was accompanied by a massive cultural reform, which attempted elevate the indigenous culture to the same towering level European culture was once placed. In that sense, the Mexican Revolution was certainly successful. People began to turn their eyes upon Mexican soil for knowledge and inspiration. Frida Kahlo epitomized all the characteristics of a person living amidst the revolution, in that she too embraced the indigenous culture of Mexico and attempted to confirm her feeling through her dress, art, and behavior. The Revolution began just three years after Frida’s birth and its ideology is something she would hold close to her heart for the rest of her life. 

CHAPTER II

COMMUNIST FERVOR AND THE STROKE OF A WOMAN


Politics give people the opportunity to change what the see as wrong in the world. Frida Kahlo lived in a time in which the world was changing—she lived during  the Mexican Revolution, WWI, WWII, the Great Depression, Spanish Civil War, etc.—  and the result of that transformation  led to many injustices and pain. Frida Kahlo lived at a time in which the entire world was hurting and she adopted communist ideology to combat humanity’s social ills. There is much debate about the origin of Frida’s communist fervor; however, it appears as if Frida could not find her voice anywhere else. 


Communism was not an ideology unique to the twentieth century; in fact, power attained by a fortunate few has been used for centuries to control the masses. This bureaucracy based on inequality has always been a catalyst for revolutionary ideas and social prophets including Plato, Sir Thomas Moore, Fredrick Engels and Karl Marx. While their theories did differ they all advocated communal land ownership and equality among citizens. During the nineteenth century people began to shed light on the emergence of a new enemy that they believed to be responsible for the social volatility and the growth of an impoverished urban lower class. The aristocracy was no longer deemed accountable for the social woes but rather the blame fell upon capitalism, the system of private ownership through means of production, which at the time was swallowing the world. Karl Marx, a citizen who was afflicted by the social instability of his time, aimed for the creation of a classless society that would erase the exploitative nature of the bourgeoisie and in return award the proletariat with the self worth and human identity that capitalism had taken from them. Marx would also propose the idea that history was just a succession of economic systems or modes of production, each one organized to satisfy human material needs but give rise to animosities between different classes of people leading to the formation of new societies in an evolving pattern. In the “Communist Manifesto” Marx and Engels state, “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles”.
 Marx believed that Feudalism naturally derived from mercantilism, and then capitalism, so in keeping up with the pattern capitalism would undoubtedly be replaced by its logical descendant socialism as the necessary result of class struggle.
 Marx’s ideas which first appeared in the nineteenth century would become one of the most widely read and discussed authors during the twentieth century.  Marx’s “Communist Manifesto” and “Das Kapital” inspired social movements that advocated communist ideals as answers to twentieth century evils including social instability and an impoverished lower class. These ideals that promoted a classless society and equality among citizens would permeate into the world and into the hearts of many, including the heart of Frida Kahlo.


The Mexican Communist Party —Partido Comunista Mexicano—PCM— was among the first communist parties to be organized in Latin America following the successful Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.
  The PCM was founded on September 25, 1919; however, operations did not begin until November
. It was organized and financed by Manabendra Nath Roy, an Indian nationalist. Roy, born in Bengal in 1886, became interested in politics early in life when India began to seek independence from Britain. Involved in a German plot to provide money and weapons for an Indian rebellion during World War I, Roy traveled to the United States, where Germans planned to supply Indian nationalists with artillery. In the U.S., he attended Stanford University for a short while but eventually fled to Mexico in 1917 when authorities began to round up Indian nationalists after the United States entered the Great War. In Mexico, Roy made contact with the U.S. expatriates and in collaboration with them begin to write articles for Mexican publications supporting Mexico in its opposition of the United States. Roy’s early writings provide no substantial evidence of Marxist influence; however, as his bonds with U.S. and Mexican socialists strengthen he inevitably adopted some of their views. In the summer of 1919, Roy began to finance a paper, El Socialista, operated by Francisco Cervantes Lopez, leader of the Red Marxist Group –Grupo Marxista Rojo— and joined the Mexican Socialist Party.
 That same year Roy was promised by Michael Borodin, an agent of the Comitern, that in exchange for the creation of a Mexican Communist Party he would provide aid in the struggle for Indian independence. Roy tried unsuccessfully to persuade the members of the Mexican Socialist Congress, which he financed and greatly influenced, to join the Comitern; therefore, he instead sought support from the extreme left socialists and together with Borodin’s approval formed the Mexican Communist Party—PCM—.


The Mexican Communist Party reached its greatest numerical strength and political influence in the 1930’s, with the membership numbering perhaps 30,000.
 However, over the years the Party came to be the weakest of the three Mexican Communist groups in terms of persuading the general population to support its program
 The ineffectiveness of the PCM was partly blamed on the fact that many of its leaders came from lower-middle- and lower-class origin with little to no education. Similar to the leaders, the majority of the members also came from the rural and urban lower middle and lower class. Few of the members were women and even rarer were intellectuals and professionals. The makeup of the Party was significant because the elitist remained the most powerful group in Mexico; therefore, it is reasonable that an organization filled with downtrodden citizens would have little political sway.  

 A number of celebrated artists, including Diego Rivera, Jose Chavez Morado, and David Alfaro Siqueiros, were members of the PCM. Many young artists had supported the Mexican Revolution. Some had even fought in it.  However, after the bloodlettings and whirlwind of leadership had ceased, they would argue that the Revolution had one major problem: it was a revolution without an ideology that could apply to all Mexicans.
  Too often, it had defined itself by what or whom it was against; it had only had blurred philosophy about what it was for and the kind of Mexico it aimed to create. For the young artists, the brutal triumphant of the Bolsheviks in October 1917 and the rapid and bloody creation of the Soviet Union provided an impeccable model. Many young intellectuals and artists were convinced that a Marxist-Leninist ideology could be imported to Mexico and meshed with the nationalist and agrarian goals of the Mexican Revolution. The artists, mostly through murals, provided art to the masses; therefore, were in a sense fulfilling their political obligation. The artists seldom participated in Party policy making but instead also provided the PCM with financial assistance and prestige.
  The PCM was chronically short of funds and often ridiculed so the membership of distinguished artists was greatly valued. 



 The PCM clearly defined their beliefs and objectives by means of their paper, La Voz de Mexico, in which they argued that the main cause of misery of the Mexican people was the infiltration and intervention of the U.S. capitalist monopolies in the basic areas of the Mexican economy, and the surrender to those monopolies by the procapitalist bourgeoisie in and out of government. At the time, powerful foreign nations controlled the vital sectors of Mexico’s economy and hindered its free and full development.
 Mexico, in spite of the recent Mexican Revolution, was still controlled by the bourgeoisie, both local and foreign, which was made up of great landholders, capitalists, and wealthy politicians. 

The PCM also claimed that workers salaries were insufficient to purchase necessities and there was also large amount of unemployed citizens.  The rights of workers were often violated and their right to strike was often restricted. The Indian population was illiterate and diseased, lived in unimaginable misery, and was discriminated against politically economically, and socially. Women and youths were refused equal pay for equal work. Also, education was almost unattainable for poor children and those who were able to attend school found themselves in a lacking institution.
 Similar to the rest world, the rights of Mexican workers were being eclipsed by the greed of the upper class.

The PCM believed the only way to end Mexico’s problems was to prohibit all the investment of all foreign capital in all sectors where it would compete with national capital. The party also advocated a special progressive tax on profits of foreign capital, proposed limits to foreign exploitation of national resources, and the connected development of state enterprises. The PCM wanted to limit the amount of profit taken from the country, insisted on a high percentage and reinvestment, and an immediate nationalization of all public services, sulfur deposits, and other significant resources. The PCM also argued for the diversification of foreign commerce by opening trade without restrictions to all countries in order to end Mexico’s dependence on the United States.
 The PCM wanted to give Mexico and its people the opportunity to stand on its own with out the interference of foreign influence.  

 Frida Kahlo, like so many other educated young people during the turbulent era between the world wars, sought refuge in revolutionary ideas. Frida attended the prestigious National Preparatory School where she was among the brightest young minds in Mexico.  Frida, a tomboy, joined the predominately male student group “Los Cachuchas”, which included her first love Alejandro Gomez Arias.
 The group was notorious for their meetings in the Ibero-American library where they would gather to discuss the revolutionary ideas of Marx and Engels. 
 Milan Kundera, the famed Czech writer, would be the first to argue that communism appealed to young people everywhere, not because of its profound materialist or even because of Marx’s enduring critique of the economy, but rather it offered a ballad of purity, of return to original humankind.
 The transition from adolescence to adulthood may leave one nostalgic for the simplicity of how things used to be; however, Frida’s childhood was filled with political turmoil and communism seemed to combat the social and economic problems Mexico was facing at the time. It is appears that the origin of Frida’s interest in Communism may be obscure. Nevertheless in 1928, through her friend Tina Modotti—model, actress, and self proclaimed leftist—Frida Kahlo joined the Mexican Communist Party.
 Kahlo’s politics would become even more definite the following year when she married Diego Rivera. At the time, Frida was twenty one and Diego, one of the most famous and infamous artists in Mexico, was forty two.
  Diego captivated Frida and throughout her life the politics of Frida Kahlo were intricately linked with the personality and actions of her husband. Frida saw politics through Diego; therefore, an exploration of Frida’s affiliation with Communism would unquestionably include the political affairs of Diego Rivera.


Diego Rivera was born in Guanajato City, Mexico on December 8, 1886. Rivera’s father and mother were both teachers and their interest in academics was transmitted to Diego. Rivera flourished in school; he excelled in all subjects. At age ten, he began to take evening art classes at the Academia de San Carlos and two years later he devoted himself entirely to art. In 1906, Rivera, because of his artistic ability, was awarded a scholarship that allowed him to study art in Europe. While abroad, Diego perfected his craft and eventually became an acclaimed artist of the Cubist movement.
 In reference to his talent and desire to paint Rivera once said, “I am not merely an “artist” but a man performing his biological function of producing paintings, just as a tree produces flowers and fruit”.
   Rivera became friends with Picasso, the guru of the genre, and Picasso would adamantly endorse the talent he saw in Diego Rivera’s work. Rivera resided in Paris for twelve years—removed from the misery of the Mexican Revolution—never leaving but for short trips to Spain, Italy, and Mexico.

Despite his distance form Mexico, Rivera’s consciousness about his national heritage grew stronger as the events and consequences of the Mexican Revolution became apparent. Rivera associated with a group of expatriate Mexican artists and intellectuals who kept him up to date on any new developments. During Rivera’s years in Paris, pioneering artists were intrigued by various “primitive” arts, especially from Africa, but new world indigenous cultures had not yet emerged from obscurity.
 Many of his compatriots urged him to return home and create a specifically Mexican art.
  In 1920 Jose Vasconcelos, Mexican philosopher newly appointed as Minister of Education in Mexico, pushed Rivera to develop a technique that was appropriate for the new mural program that Vasconcelos was launching as part of his reforms in post revolutionary Mexico. Vasconcelos believed art could inspire social change and he once said that, “men were more malleable when approached by the senses”.
 Finally convinced, Rivera tackled the ambitious goal of developing a Modern Mexican renaissance, in which murals would serve not only aesthetic purposes but also educate the illiterate masses about Mexico’s ancient and modern history. 
 Diego abandoned cubism—calling it elitist—and 
 began to develop his own unique style of painting, a culmination of cubism, impressionism, classical European style, and Aztec art. Rivera himself said, “My style was born like a child, in an instant, with the difference that this birth took place after 35 agonizing years of pregnancy.” 


The year 1922 was a defining year in Diego Rivera’s life. It was the year he joined the Mexican Communist Party—PCM—and became a significant contributor to the official Party newsletter, El Machete. Rivera’s communist ideals became more solid when he traveled to Europe in 1927. Rivera decided to go to Berlin, where he attended a Nazi rally in which Hitler spoke and therefore had a good idea about the current situation in Germany before World War II. Rivera also spent ten months in Moscow. There Rivera participated in the tenth anniversary celebration of the October Revolution and listened to a speech given by Joseph Stalin. Rivera described his journey to Moscow as the most joyous occasion of his life because there he found a reality that encompassed all his convictions and satisfied his deeply-felt desires. Rivera states:

I shall never forget my first sight in Moscow of the organized marching and movement of people. An early morning snow was falling in the streets. The marching mass was dark, compact, rhythmically united, elastic. It had the floating motion of a snake, but it was more awesome than any serpent I could imagine.

For Diego Rivera that, in the beginning, was communism: visual images, a staged event. That is how the Soviets chose to portray communism to the rest of the world. It is not clear how much he leaned about the harsh realties of life among the Soviets. Rivera met Stalin at a gathering, sketched a portrait of his face, attracted his attention, and accepted Stalin’s autograph on the sketch.
 Rivera even signed a contract with Anatoly Lunacharsky, the commissar of education and a Soviet correspondent of Vasconcelos to paint murals in the Red Army Club. Communism supplied Diego with “One Big Answer”   The murals never happened. Diego had trouble finding assistants and he was adamant in his belief that he should choose the content of his mural, not some committee. Shortly after May Day, Lunacharsky told Diego that the murals would not happened and it was best if he went home.
 It appeared as if his friendships with dissident artists and his unwillingness to conform became hazardous to his health. 


 The relationship between Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera was simultaneously tragic, passionate and self-absorbed. Frida Kahlo once said, “I suffered two grave accidents in my life. One in which a streetcar knocked me down...The other accident is Diego.”
 In 1925, Kahlo suffered a serious accident when a bus she was traveling in collided with a trolley car. Kahlo’s spinal cord was broken in three regions, her collarbone was broken, and her third and fourth ribs. Her right foot was dislocated and crushed and her right leg eleven fractures. Her left shoulder was displaced, her pelvis broken in three places. The steel handrail had literally impaled her; entering on the left side of her abdomen, exiting out through her vagina. “I lost my virginity,” she said. 
 The accident forced Frida to give up her dreams of becoming a doctor and more importantly, a mother. Frida also suffered from numerous surgeries and a life filled with constant physical pain. Frida hurt emotionally too. Frida would become consumed by Diego Rivera and this dependence would become reciprocated.   On one occasion a friend overheard a dispute between the lovers in which Frida asked: “What do I live for? For what purpose? And Rivera replied: “So that I live!” To Frida, Diego was everything. In her diary Frida states:

Diego. Beginning

Diego. Constructor

Diego. My baby

Diego. My boyfriend

Diego. Painter

Diego.  My lover

Diego. “My husband”

Diego. My friend

Diego. My mother

Diego. Me

Diego. My universe

Diversity in Unity

Why do I call him My Diego? He never was nor ever will be mine. He belongs to himself.
 
Similar to the accident, Diego inflicted constant pain onto his beloved Frida. Rivera states, “If I ever loved a woman, the more I l loved her, the more I wanted to hurt her, Frida was only the most obvious victim of this disgusting trait.”
 Frida and Diego did love each other, very much in fact, and during their tumultuous relationship they shared many things including their ability to create, their adoration for Mexico, and most importantly, their passion for Communism. 


There are several versions of the story of how Frida and Diego first met, primarily because the descriptions given by both differed with each telling. It is safe to assume that they were introduced to each other by their mutual friend, and fellow communist, Tina Modotti. Frida remembered: 

We got to know each other at a time when everyone was packing pistols; when they felt like it, they simply shot up street lamps in Avenida Madero and they naturally got into a lot of trouble for that. At night they would take turns shooting or they just shot up the place for fun. Diego once shot the gramophone at one of Tina’s parties. That was when I began to be interested in him although I was also afraid of him.

The most familiar version of their first encounter is, however, the one in which Frida asked Diego, who was the most celebrated artist in Mexico at the time, for advice about her painting:

As soon as they let me go into the street again, I grabbed my pictures and set out to see Diego Rivera, who was working on murals at the ministry of education at the time. I didn’t know him personally but I admired him immensely. I even had the nerve to tell him to come down from his scaffold and to ask him his opinion of my pictures. Without beating about the bush, I called out: “Diego come down!” and, modest and obliging as he is, he did come down. “But I haven’t come here to flirt,” I said, even though you’re a notorious ladies’ man. I just want to show you my pictures. If you find them interesting, tell me; if not, tell me anyway because then I’ll find something else to do to support my family.” He looked at my stuff for a while and then he said: “First of all, I like the self- portrait, that’s original. The other three pictures seem to have been influenced by things you must have seen somewhere. Now go home and paint another picture. Next Sunday I’ll come and tell you what I think of it.” He did just that and the verdict was that I was talented.
 

Diego was enthralled by Frida’s beauty, her youthful grace, the saucy way she had about her, her flamboyance, and of course her self taught ability to paint.
 It wasn’t long after their initial meeting that Rivera was visiting Frida every Sunday at her home in Coyoacan and was ardently courting her. One day Frida’s father, Guillermo Kahlo, cornered Rivera and asked him: “I hear you’re interested in my daughter is that so?” Diego replied, “I certainly am, otherwise I wouldn’t come all the way to Coyoacan so often”. “Do you realize she’s a little devil?” asked Kahlo. “I know,” replied Rivera. “All right, you’ve been warned,” and in spite of this new insight about his beloved Frida Diego married her on August 21, 1929. 


Shortly after the marriage, Rivera accepted a commission from the United States Ambassador, Dwight W. Morrow, to paint the Cortes Palace in the nearby city of Cuernavaca. The idea of a committed communist working for an American capitalist did not sit well with his peers; therefore, Rivera was expelled from the Mexican Communist Party for his willingness to work for the Mexican government.
 When he was first informed about his expulsion, Diego sat at his usual place at a Party convention, placed a pistol covered by a handkerchief before him on the table and announced:

I, Diego Rivera, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Mexico, accuse the painter Diego Rivera of collaboration with the petty bourgeois Mexican government. He accepted a commission to decorate the stairwell of the National Palace. This contravenes the interests of the Comintern. Therefore the painter Diego Rivera must be expelled from the Communist Party by the General Secretary Diego Rivera. 

When he was finished speaking, Diego stood up, removed the handkerchief, and broke the pistol; incidentally it was made of clay. Frida, ever so devoted to Diego, immediately left the PCM in solidarity with her husband.
  Rivera, who was devastated by his expulsion, especially since he remained firm in his communist beliefs, threw himself into his art with a vengeance.
               

              At the end of 1929, despite his personal woes, Rivera was more famous than ever. It was during this time that the economy of the capitalist world was collapsing and people began to fear apocalypse. Many believed that perhaps now, socialism could triumph in the kind of country where Marx had predicted in would triumph: a fully developed industrial nation whose contradictions would lead to the socialist utopia. Diego Rivera wouldn’t miss it for the world. Rivera and his wife, Frida Kahlo, arrived in the United States in early 1930. His first job in the United States was to decorate the Luncheon Club of the New San Francisco Stock Exchange. The irony of a Communist painting a mural on a Stock Exchange building provoked a media controversy and his fame spread.
 During the 1930s Rivera continued painting murals in the United States. The most celebrated and controversial was his mural on Rockefeller Center in New York City.

    Rivera’s outgoing personality and his amazing talent attracted many wealthy patrons. In 1932, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller convinced her husband, John. D. Rockefeller Jr., to commission a Rivera mural for the lobby of the soon-to-be completed Rockefeller Center in New York City. The Rivera mural was entitled Man at the Crossroads Looking with Hope and High Vision to the Choosing of a New and Better Future. This title was supported by a description by Rivera and, what was more important, by a detailed preliminary sketch. The sketch was approved by the Rockefellers and, reluctantly, by the architect, Raymond Hood. 
  The Rivera work was supposed to depict “human intelligence in control of the forces of nature.” Rivera worked steadily on the project until mid-April. Then a reporter from the New York Telegram noticed that the Mexico’s most famous communist was placing upon the Rockefellers wall a portrait of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. During the 1930s, many communists believed that communism would have been successful and just, if only Lenin had lived beyond January 1924. Rivera states, “When I think of the supreme type of labor leader, I certainly think of Lenin”.
 In Rockefeller Center, Rivera’s insertion of Lenin was not in the legal plans; therefore, his defiant and exercise in communist idealism came up against on huge legal problem. On May 4, Nelson Rockefeller tried to mediate, sending Rivera a letter that said:
While I was in the No. 1 building at Rockefeller Center yesterday viewing the progress of your thrilling mural, I noticed that in the most recent portion of the painting you had included a portrait of Lenin. The piece in beautifully painted, but it seems to me that this portrait, appearing in this mural, might very seriously offend a great may people. If it were a private house it would be one thing, but this mural is in a public building and the situation is therefore quite different. As much as I dislike to do so, I am afraid we must ask you to substitute the face of some unknown man where Lenin’s face now appears.

      Rivera refused to remove Lenin from the mural and Rockefeller turned the problem over to the buildings manager. On May 9, Rivera was paid off and fired. The mural was covered with canvas and placed on death row, only to later be destroyed.

        During their time in New York City, Frida’s impressions and opinions are recorded in numerous letters she wrote to her personal physician, Dr.Eloesser: 

High society here turns me off and I fee a bit of rage against all these rich guys here, since I have seen thousands of people in the most terrible misery without anything to eat and with no place to sleep, that is what has most impressed my here, it is terrifying to see the rich having parties day and night while thousands and thousands of people are dying of hunger…Although I am very interested in the industrial and mechanical development of the United States, I find that Americans completely lack sensibility and good taste. They live as if an enormous chicken coop that is dirty and uncomfortable. The houses look like bread and ovens and all the comfort that they talk about is a myth. I don’t know if I am mistaken but I’m only telling what I feel.
 

Frida further exemplified her convictions in another letter to Dr. Eloesser in which she states:

I understand the advantages that the United States for any work or activity, I don’t like the gringos with all their qualities and their defects which are very great, their manner of being, their disgusting puritanism, their Protestant sermons, their endless pretension, the way that for everything once must be “very decent” and “very proper” seems rather stupid. I know that the people here are thieves, hijos de la chingada, cabrones, etc. etc…Also, their system of living seems to be the most repugnant, those dammed parties, in which everything from the sale of painting to a declaration of war is resolved after swallowing many little cocktails (they don’t even know how to get drunk in a spicy way) they always take into account that the seller of the painting or the declarer of war is an “important” personage, otherwise they don’t give one nickel’s worth of attention. In the U.S. they only suck up to the “important people” it doesn’t matter to them that they are unos de su mother and like this I can gibe you a few other little opinions of those gringo types. You might tell me that you can also live there without the little cocktails and without “parties,” but without them one never amounts to anything and it is irritating that the most important thing for everyone in Gringolandia is to have ambition, to succeed in becoming “somebody,” and frankly I no longer have event the least ambition to be anybody. I despise the conceit and being and the gran caca does not interest me in any way.
 

Frida’s disdain for capitalism and loyalty to communist ideology was solidified during the time she resided in New York City. Frida was disgusted with the “gringos” ability to become intoxicated and overlook the oppressed people of the world. Frida felt “gringos” only acknowledge those individuals they deemed significant; therefore, excluding the majority of the world. 


Frida’s desire to free herself from New York, to return Mexico, is evident in her painting called My Dress Hangs There
. The painting exhibits Manhattan as the capital of capitalism as well as a center of poverty and protest. Scattered among the painting are representations of the trappings of the bourgeois life-style –a toilet, telephone, trophy, skyscraper, and even the cross of a church wrapped by a dollar sign—. Kahlo also includes photographs of Depression-era unemployment; therefore, depicting the vulgar display of American wealth and the poverty and suffering of the middle class. Kahlo places a Tehuna dress in the middle of the paining; the pristine symbol of Mexico, freedom, and economic independence.
  Frida was disgusted and she was ready to return to her homeland. So on December 20, 1933, Frida and Diego boarded the Oriente bound for Veracruz.
 Frida undoubtedly released a huge sigh of relief. 
After his expulsion from the PCM, Rivera became bitter toward the Stalinist and began to side with the side of Trotsky in the ideological struggle. Rivera held Stalin in contempt because he advocated “socialism in one country” while Trotsky still believed in the concept of worldwide revolution. This appealed to Rivera because Trotsky’s rhetoric had the virtue of including such countries as Mexico in its utopian scheme. Of course there was no evidence that Trotsky would have been more democratic or humane than staling, but for many intellectuals of the left wing in the 1930s, his primary appeal was that he was not Stalin. Rivera did not join the Mexican’s division of Trotsky’s party; however, he had painted Trotsky’s portrait in New York City and had added a portrait or him to the second version of the mural at Rockefeller Center. Trotsky was depicted holding a banner inscribed with the words: “Workers of the world/ Unite in the IVth International”.
 During this time, Rivera became aware that in both Russia and Mexico revolutions were failing. Rivera knew that a new sort of tyranny had emerged, the tyranny of the party. In Russia, it was deadly. In Mexico, it was parody. In spite of the obvious failures, Diego held tight to his communist and revolutionary beliefs; however, his comrades had developed a different view.  Diego states

For a communist there is only one way to relate to the party—maintain the party’s line against everything and everybody, never for a moment doubting its correctness. To hold a personal opinion at variance with party’s line means doubling one’s burden. It means that, while continuing to the enemies of the revolution, one incurs the enmity of friends to whom the slightest difference of view appears as a betrayal.

Diego would hold on to the communist idea for the rest of his life. It was likely that Rivera also identified with Trotsky because he too had been expelled from the pro-Stalin Communist Party. So when the Norwegian government refused to grant asylum to Trotsky, who had been expelled from the USSR in 1929, Rivera mediated for him with the Mexican Presisdent, Lazaro Cardenas. The President—who encompassed some communist beliefs which were made evident during his massive land reform programs—granted Rivera’s appeal and allowed Trotsky to reside in Mexico with Frida and Diego. The couple would offer Leon Trotsky and his wife, Natayla Sedova, protection from the contemptuous Soviets for many years. The Trotsky’s were guarded in the Blue House—Kahlo’s famed residence—where they lived rent free until 1939.


Frida did share Diego’s admiration for Trotsky; however, she never joined the Mexican Trotskyite party. In Mexico, the Trotskyite party consisted of few intellectuals and was dominated mostly by people involved in trade union life.
 During that time, the Spanish Civil War, which broke out on July 18, 1936, impelled Frida to discover her unique political voice. In her opinion, the Spanish Republic’s struggle against Franco’s upheaval signified, “the liveliest and strongest hope to smash fascism in the world”.
  In collaboration with other supporters, Kahlo and Rivera formed a commission to raise money for a group of Spanish soldiers who came to Mexico in search of economic aid.
  Kahlo became a vital part of the “Commission of the Exterior”; it was her responsibility to contact foreign people and organizations in order to raise funds. On December 17, 1936, in a letter to Dr. Eloesser, Frida wrote:

What I would like to do is go to Spain, since I believe that it is now the center of all the most interesting things that are happening in the world…The welcome that all the Mexican workers organizations gave this young militiamen has been the most enthusiastic thing, They have succeeded in getting many of them to vote to give one day’s salary to help the Spanish comrades, and you cannot imagine the emotion it causes to see the sincerity and enthusiasm with which the poorest organizations of campesinos and workers, making a true sacrifice (since you very well know the miserable conditions in which these people live in the little towns), have given nevertheless a whole day’s wages for those who are fighting in Spain against the fascist bandits…I have already written to New York, and to other places, and I think I will obtain help, which, even if it is small, will mean at least food and or clothing for some children of workers who are fighting on the front at this moment. I would like to ask you to do whatever possible to make propaganda among friends in San Francisco. 

The Spanish Civil War mobilized Frida’s political conscience. Kahlo’s political actions no longer mirrored the actions of Diego Rivera. Kahlo developed concern for the political instabilities in Spain and utilized her political fervor in her own unique way. 


It is fair to say that both Diego and Frida had been consumed by the charismatic and hyper intelligent Leon Trotsky. The romance would end tragically for the Russian revolutionary. Diego admired Trotsky’s courage and moral authority, and respected his discipline and dedication.
 Diego also enjoyed the manner in which Trotsky interpreted things, in terms of tendencies, left-right, he had the ability to create and understand conceptual concepts.
 Rivera had a very acute mind for people, for what a person really was, and his insights were helpful to Trotsky. In addition, Trotsky was honored to have the renowned muralist within the ranks of the Fourth International. In an article entitled “Arts and Politics” published in the Partisan Review—August-September 1938—Trotsky celebrated Rivera as the “greatest interpreter” of the Bolshevik Revolution. A mural created by River was, Trotsky wrote, “not simply a ‘painting’ an object of passive aesthetic contemplation, but a living part of the class struggle”.
 


Leon Trotsky was also a man with hearty appetite for sex. Trotsky’s aura transformed around women. He became witty and animated, and while his opportunities were few, his conquests seem to be significant. He abandoned the traditional romantic and sentimental way to attract women; his approach was direct and sometimes crude. Trotsky had been known to fondle a woman’s knee under a table, or make a brazenly candid proposition.
 Frida Kahlo became attracted to Trotsky—whom she referred to as “el viejo” (the old man)—because of his reputation as a revolutionary hero, his intellectual brilliance, and his force of character.
  In a way Rivera’s obvious respect for his friend and political mentor prompted Frida to seek an affair with the revolutionists. Kahlo was still resentful about Rivera’s recent affair with her sister, Cristina, and she felt an affair with Trotsky would be the perfect retaliation. Frida begin to adamantly seduce Leon by conversing with him in English—which his wife did not understand—and using the words “All my love” when she left his presence.
 Trotsky began slipping letters into the books he recommended to Frida sometimes giving them to her in front of Natalya Shortly after the Dewey Commission—which cleared Trotsky of all charges made during the Moscow trials—Kahlo and Trotsky began a full fledged love affair. The couple met a Frida’s sister, Cristina, house on Aguayo Street.

 Fortunately, Rivera was unaware of the romance, but Natalya had become completely aware and immensely depressed. Trotsky’s entourage also became increasingly afraid that the affair would be exposed and the scandal would discredit the Russian in the eyes of the world.  Frida greatly admired Trotsky but she did not love him and decided to end the relationship that would undoubtedly lead to disaster. In a letter to her friend, Ella Wolfe, Frida wrote, “I am very tired of the old man”.
 However on November 7, 1937, the anniversary of the Russian Revolution and also Trotsky’s birthday, Frida presented Trotsky with a self-portrait in which she portrays herself as an aristocratic woman holding in her clasped hands a bouquet of flowers and a paper inscribed with the words: “For Leon Trotsky with all love I dedicate this painting on the 7th of November, 1937. Frida Kahlo in San Angel, Mexico.” 
 The painting was a testament to their love and friendship and it was a poignant farewell. After the affair, the relationship between the couples became strained and Trotsky believed it would be best if he and Natalya moved from the Blue House. In 1939 they abandoned the protection offered by Kahlo and Rivera, leaving the self-portrait of Frida, and set out on their own. In 1940, Leon Trotsky was murdered with an ice pick by Ramon Mercader, a Spanish born agent for the Soviet Secret Police.
 When Frida heard the new she called Diego to bring him the news, “They killed old Trotsky this morning,” she cried. “Estupido! It’s your fault that they killed him. Why did you bring him?”
 Frida was later interrogated for twelve hours because she had met the assassin in Paris and had invited him to her house in Coyoacan to dine. The idea Frida Kahlo playing a part in the assassination of Leon Trotsky appears ludicrous and she was soon released from jail and suspicion.
 

During the 1930s Frida's communist beliefs began to strengthen and by the 1950s politics began to assume ever greater importance in her life. In 1948, Frida was readmitted to the Mexican Communist Party.
 Shortly after her readmission, Frida’s health quickly began to diminish. In her final years, Frida spent a great deal of time in hospitals. The administrators would describe her as a unique patient whose room was overflowing with interesting décor and people. Kahlo’s room was decorated with candy skulls, brightly painted candelabra from Matamoras shaped like the tree of life, white doves made of wax with paper wings that to Frida signified peace, and the Russian Flag.
 Sheets of paper were pinned to the wall and she urged her visitors—many well-known Communists including Miguel Covarrubias, Lombardo Toledano, Eulalia Guzman—to sign their names there is support of the Stockholm Peace Congress
. It appeared that Frida’s fervent grew as quickly as her body disintegrated. On November 4, 1952 Frida wrote:

Today as never before I am accompanied (25 years) I am now a Communist being…I have read the history of my country and of almost all the nations. I know their class conflicts and economics. I understand clearly the materialistic dialectic of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao Tse. I love them as the pillars of the new Communist world…I am only one cell of the complex revolutionary mechanism of the people for peace and of the new Soviet-Chinese-Czechoslovakian-Polish people who are bound by blood to my own person and to the indigenous peoples of Mexico. Amongst there large multitudes of Asiatic people there will always be my own faces-Mexican faces-of dark skin and beautiful form, limitless elegance, also the blacks will be liberated they are so beautiful and brave.
 

Frida begin to develop a political identity away from Diego; therefore, she was compelled to declare her disdain for Trotsky. In an interview published in Mexico’s leading newspaper, Excelsior Frida shared opinion about Trotsky, “…he was a coward. He irritated me from the time he arrived with his pretentiousness, his pedantry because he thought he was a big deal”.
 

Frida not only begin to think differently about politics her art came under personal scrutiny. Frida wrote in her diary in 1951: I am very worried about my painting. Above all a transform it , so that it will be something useful, since until now I have not painted anything but the honest expression of my own self, but absolutely distant from what my painting could do to serve the Party. I should struggle with all my strength for the little that is positive that my health allows me to do in the direction of helping the Revolution. The only reason to live.


In her final years, because she was confined to her house and often bedridden, she painted mostly still lifes—the fruits of her garden or the local market, which could be placed on the table beside her bed. Frida attempted to politicize these final pieces of art by inserting flags, political inscriptions, and peace doves nesting among the fruits. In 1952 Frida wrote in her diary, “For the first time in my life my painting tries to help the line traced by the party. REVOLUTIONARY REALISM.”
 In all actuality, Frida’s still lifes were testaments to the beauty found in nature and life.
 Frida Kahlo was not a revolutionary artist, but rather an artist who believed in revolution. 


On July 2, 1954, Kahlo, against doctor’s orders, accompanied Rivera to a solidarity demonstration for the government of Jacob Arbenz Guzman in Guatemala. Guzman was believed to be too left wing for the United States and was overthrown in a coup led by the CIA.
 Eleven days later Kahlo died from a “pulmonary embolism”—many close to Frida suspect suicide, an autopsy was never performed—  Frida’s last words documented in her diary were, “I hope the exit is joyful—and I hope never to come back.—Frida.”
  Kahlo’s funeral was her final tribute to the communist beliefs she held so close to her heart. Frida’s coffin was set upon a black cloth spread on the floor of the Palace of Fine Arts, and surrounded by masses of red flowers. Permission to honor Frida in this way was granted by Andres Iduarte, her old school mate at the Preparatoria, who was then director of the National Institute of Fine Arts. This honor was permitted on the condition that Diego kept politics out of the ceremony, “No political banners, no slogans, no speeches, no politics,” Iduarte warned. Frida’s student, Auturo Garcia Bustos, emerged from a group clustered around Frida and soon her coffin was draped with the Communist flag. Surrounded his leftist friends Diego threatened to take Frida’s body out into the street if he was prohibited from honoring in such a manner. Iduarte, primarily out of fear of a scandal, permitted the flag.  Frida’s honor guard included many Communist notables as well as intimate friends and family—among them was the former leader of Mexico, President Cardenas. Even in death, Frida had the support of her friends and her Party. 


Although there is no question where Kahlo’s sympathies lay, the greatness of her politics remains a subject of some debate. Some view her as a leftist heroine; others would argue that she was apolitical. Many believed Kahlo’s political passion was only a reflection of Diego’s current views in which she adopted in order to please him. While it may be true that her politics were influenced by Diego it is also true that Frida’s political fervor came into its own later in life. The truth is Communism became almost religious to Frida in that it provided her with guidance and comfort. So while her Communist beliefs may have adjusted the foundation was always there. 

CHAPTER III

 AN ARTIST’S AUTONOMY

During her lifetime Frida Kahlo painted only 200 paintings; nevertheless, her images were so prevailing that she is now recognized and celebrated by millions. Prior to the late 1970s, Frida Kahlo was primarily studied and admired by only a small community consisting of scholars and art enthusiasts. The reemergence of feminism and an overabundance of films, art exhibitions, and publications produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s stimulated mass interest in Frida Kahlo’s life and art. By the early 1990s, her paintings were selling for over a million dollars and today her paintings have exceeded that mark, breaking ten million dollars. That kind of money puts Kahlo in a league with Picasso, Warhol, and Pollock.
 Kahlo became the idol she never aspired to be. 

 Frida Kahlo once said, “The reason people need to invent or imagine heroes and gods is unmitigated FEAR. Fear of life and fear of death.”
 Since Frida so adamantly disdained the idea of heroes it is ironic that she became one of the most venerated Latin American artists in history. Edward Sullivan, author of “Frida Kahlo in New York” explains that Kahlo has attained such recognition, which surpasses any success she had during her lifetime, because she is “a role model for many people—feminists, lesbians, gay men, and others who are searching for a hero—someone to validate their struggle to find their own public personalities. Frida, as a woman of personal and aesthetic strength and courage met that need.” 
  In many instances icons gain recognition because of their larger than life personalities which lead people to omit the fact that the person lacks 

actual talent and creativity. It would be unfair to view the popularity of Frida Kahlo in that way. Yes, it is true Kahlo led an intriguing life—she was a proud citizen of Mexico, a communist, and was also married to the most famous Mexican artist at the time— which would naturally stimulate the interest of many; however, her talent as an artist should be the purest testament to her merit as a feminine icon. Kahlo’s art was innovative and raw and her images have the ability to linger in our minds much longer than the massive works of her muralist contemporaries. 

After its revolution, Mexico’s government stabilized and it embarked on a period of cultural renewal in which artists and state patronage of the arts played a vital role.
 In the early 1920s, Jose Vasconcelos, the secretary of public education, commissioned Mexican artists to paint murals on walls of numerous government buildings. Vasconcelos believed strongly in artistic freedom and never tried to influence the subject matter of the murals. The artists themselves, however, soon decided to use their art to endorse their political ideas. The Union of Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors created a manifesto that was signed by Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente Orozco, and other committee members and published it in El Machete in 1924. The manifesto believed all art should be monumental and public, renounced easel painting, and declared that art should valorize Indian traditions and destroy bourgeois individualism. In Mexico, during this transitional phase between the obliteration of the old society and the establishment of a new identity, many artists believed that they should “turn their work into clear ideological propaganda for people”.
 After coming to the realization that the majority of the population was illiterate, the muralists depicted Mexican history in a visual form on public walls.
  Many of the murals created in the 1920s addressed the themes of Mexico’s indigenous population and the Mexican Revolution.  The muralists aided in the creation of Mexico’s identity because they’re murals provided knowledge to the masses and help them gain a better sense of nationalism. 


In the 1920s, the Mexican Revolution was declared as a major social transformation in that it attempted elevate the indigenous culture to the same towering level European culture was once placed. After the Mexican Revolution peasants, workers, and the indigenous people were able to participate in their government and their status had ascended within their society; however, the preexisting and inferior position of women was largely ignored. In post revolutionary Mexico the emerging national identity was constructed as essentially masculine.
 Jean Franco has observed:

The Revolution with its promise of social transformation encouraged a messianic spirit that transformed mere human beings into supermen and constituted a discourse that associated virility with social transformation in a way that marginalized women at the very moment they were, supposedly, liberated…the very construction of national identity was posited on male domination.

The most vital way in which the muralists contributed to the construction of this masculine national identity was through their representation of strong males. The subjects of the murals were very diverse; nevertheless, the gender was always male. Diego Rivera recalled for the first time in history of monumental art:

Muralism ceased to employ as its central heroes the gods, kings, chiefs of state, heroic generals, etc. For the first time in art history…Mexican mural painting made the masses the hero of monumental art, that is, the man from the country, from the factories, from the cities to the towns. When the hero appears among them, he is part of them and the result is clear and direct.


In 1945, after writing the Union of Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors and after most of the great murals had already been painted, David Alfaro Siqueiros—renowned Mexican painter—wrote No hay mas ruta que la nuestra—There Is No Other Route But Ours—, in which set the goals of modern Mexican art at length. Siqueiros maintained that art must be monumental, mental, heroic, public, ideological, social, realistic, and polemical. Siqueiros disdained easel painting labeling it chic and domestic. Siqueiros also clearly associated muscular avant-garde with masculinity.
 By the time No hay mas ruta que nuestra was published, Frida Kahlo had already created her own artistic style that significantly strayed from the course that Siqueiros claimed that was the only legitimate way to create art.


Frida Kahlo became an artist when Mexico’s visual arts were dominated by the Mexican Muralist movement.
 Kahlo’s art was different because instead of focusing her talent on monumental public art she chose rather to create intimate self portraits. Frida’s art deviates from the muralists’ standards of art in that they are small and her themes are intensely personal. Many refer to Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Jose Clemente Orozco—some of the most renowned Mexican muralists—as major artistic innovators; however, their innovations are of a profoundly different nature. The difference in their art undoubtedly derived from the difference in their gender. The qualities of Frida Kahlo’s work that branded her an outsider during her career appear to be the same qualities that draw people to her work today. 
 However, in post revolutionary Mexico, the construction of national identity as masculine presented Frida Kahlo and her female contemporaries with significant problems. It caused them to inquire whether the new national identity would permit a woman to be female, Mexican, and powerful. Many believe that her work is a response to that challenge by continuously portraying herself as a strong female protagonist; therefore, inventing herself as a subject that was female, Mexican and powerful.

Interestingly, Frida Kahlo never aspired to become an artist.  At the age of nineteen Kahlo suffered a horrific street car accident that left her immobilized in cast for many weeks. While Frida was confined to her bed, her mother brought her a small lap easel, and she began to paint.  Kahlo had studied art at the National Preparatory School; however, this was the first time she began to create. Under her bed canopy, Frida had her mother place a mirror so she could see her reflection, and this led to her concentration in self-portraiture.
 Frida states, “I paint self portraits because I am so often alone, because I am the person I know best”.
 In her portraits Frida depicts herself without flattery emphasizing her faint mustache and exaggerating her heavy eyebrows—her actual beauty is quite surprising—. However, she occasionally she depicts herself in a more customary way and paints herself wearing deep red lipstick, braided hair with bright ribbons, and extravagant Mexican jewelry.
 Many critics would dismiss Kahlo’s preference for self-portraiture as narcissistic or explain it simply as a convenient subject for someone who is emotionally and physically damaged.
 Jean Franco, author of Plotting Women: Gender and Representation in Mexico, offers a more intuitive explanation when he states that Kahlo’s focus on self portraiture was “a long and never-completed struggle to understand female identity”.

Kahlo’s paintings deal with numerous topics that had not been addressed in art or had only been depicted from a male perspective. Frida Kahlo was the first artist in history to have ventured away from the male standard of art.
 She was successful in breaking away and creating her own iconography. Ever since the emergence of an art realm, it has been dominated by men. The majority of art at the time was either painted by men or portrayed women through a man’s perspective. Men were the creators. Until the twentieth century, the few women artists who did manage to gain recognition, failed to alter the course of art. They abided by the rules that men had instilled; however, the twentieth century brought about great change in the direction of art. Female artists began to question their status in the art world and became more active in the public eye. Icons like Paula Modersohn-Becker, Marianne von Werefkin, Sonia Delaunay, and Georgia O’Keeffe made lasting impressions; however, their work seems to measure up accordingly to the male standard. Unfortunately, these female artists had no part in the decisive achievements of art history. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Frida Kahlo contrasted greatly with her female contemporaries. Many women artist at the time focused on painting landscapes—Georgia O’Keefe, Paula Modersohn-Becker, etc.—, Kahlo saw the world in a different way. Similarly to her female contemporaries, Kahlo spent the majority of her adult life at the side of a man who, even today, is considered one of Mexico’s renowned painters: Diego Rivera; however, her work did not mirror that of Diego’s.  Florence Davies of the Detroit News once wrote: 
Carmen Frieda Kahlo Rivera…is a painter in her own right, though very few people know it. “No,” she explains, “I didn’t really study with Diego. I didn’t study with anyone. I just started to paint.” Then her eyes begin to twinkle. “Of course,” she explains, “he does pretty well for a little boy, but it is I who am the big artist.”

  Frida’s art does not provide evidence of her being heavily influenced by Rivera or contemporary trends.  Frida Kahlo stood alone when she created. Kahlo painted for herself and failed to seek approval from others; nevertheless, the art world found her intriguing.
  Frida’s husband, Diego Rivera, was one the first of many admirers. Diego, when defining Frida’s work states:

Frida began with a series of masterpieces which had no model whatsoever in art history—they were paintings which acknowledge the special capacity of the women to look truth in the face and, even, with an eye on cruel reality, to endure suffering. Never before had a woman so poetically transformed her deeply felt agony, as Frida did in Detroit at the time.

Rivera was referring to the first painting that Frida created after her miscarriage at the Henry Ford Hospital in Detroit.
  Kahlo wasn’t afraid to paint about women’s issues and her courage is exemplified throughout her work. Henry Ford Hospital –1932—The Miscarriage –1932— and Childbirth –also known as My Birth—1932—record her miscarriage in 1932. The latter painting also depicts Kahlo’s own birth. A Few Small Nips—1953— protests violence against women. Remembrance of an Open Wound –1938—and Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair—1940—are usually understood as outcries against Rivera’s sexual infidelities, the former may also insinuate to masturbation, and the latter raises questions of gender identity. Two Nudes in a Forest—1939—and What the Water Has Given Me—1939—probably suggest a lesbian relationship.
 By painting these subjects that were otherwise untouched in the world of art, and by exhibiting her works in major group and solo exhibitions; Frida Kahlo legitimized women’s issues as themes.

In spite of the power that defines all of her work, The Two Fridas
—1939—is perhaps one of Kahlo’s most legendary paintings. It consists of two life-size self portraits, her first large scale work, completed at the time of her divorce from Diego Rivera. 
 The painting is interpreted as an exploration of her feelings about her divorce and asserts her mestizo heritage.
 The Frida who is dressed in Tehuana attire is the Frida that Diego loved; the other, in European dress, is the one he loves no longer. Both Fridas are seated on a bench, holding hands—she is her only friend—, their other hands are resting on their genitalia. Rivera’s Frida clutches a miniature portrait of Diego as a child.
 A red vein emerges from the frame symbolizes an umbilical cord indicating that Diego was not only her husband but her child as well. The hearts of both Fridas are visible, a mechanism that Frida often used to depict pain. The heart of Diego’s Frida is whole while the other Frida’s heart is broken.   The vein coils up her vena cava and continues behind the other Frida’s back to connect with her.
 The vein then separates and enters the vena cava and the heart, while the other reaches her hands where, clamped by surgical forceps, it spurts blood that stains the whiteness of her European dress.
 Frida while discussing this painting with Diego said, “My blood is the miracle that flows through the veins of the air, from my heart to yours”.
 The background of this painting is also significant in that it is filled with a dark turbulent sky, undoubtedly a reflection of Frida’s chaotic relationship with her ex-husband. The painting records the emotions Frida was feeling at the time of her divorce. The Two Fridas exemplifies her feelings of love, betrayal, self deprecation, rejection and abandonment. Frida’s ability to express through her art what a divorce felt like, according to a woman, felt like was ground breaking. 


It is true that Frida continuously addressed women’s issue through her art; however, her paintings were so unique that it prevented her image from becoming that of a generic woman. By emphasizing her own physical characteristics –penetrating gaze, faint mustache, thick eyebrows—and the particulars of her life –wife of Diego Rivera, childless woman, communist, damaged, artist—she insisted on her individuality. Kahlo’s choice of self-portraiture as her genre of preference and her tendency to depict her flaws fights against the possibility of her image being constructed as the representation of the quintessential woman.
 The extreme uniqueness of her face prevents her from becoming a symbolic figure that could be reduced to the dichotomies of virgin/whore or good mother/ mala mujer—bad woman—, groups that would result in the displacement of women as a historical subjects and replace them with a symbolic figures.
 Kahlo was successful in painting about women’s issues while still preserving her individual identity. Frida Kahlo does not attract fame and respect because she depicts a world similar to every female, but rather she depicts her own unique world and identity and that in itself is something innovative and worth celebrating. 

CONCLUSION

In her diary Kahlo once wrote: 

Outline of my life. 

1910- I was born in the room on the corner of Londres Street and Allende in Coyoacan. At one o’clock in the morning. My paternal grandparents Hungarian—born in Arat Hungary—after their marriage they went to live in Germany where some of their children were born, among them my father, in Baden Baden Germany—Guillermo Kahlo, Maria—Enriqueta Paula and others. He, emigrated to Mexico in the 19th century. He settled here for the rest of his life. He married a Mexican girl, the mother of my sisters Luisita and Margarita. When his wife died—very young—he married my mother Matilde Calderon y Gonzales one of twelve children of my grandfather Antonio Calderon from Morelia—a Mexican of Indian race from Michoacán and my grandmother Isabel Gonzalez y Gonzalez daughter of a Spanish general who died leaving her and her little sister Cristina in the convent of the Biscayne nuns, which she left to marry my grandfather—a photographer by profession, who still made daguerreotypes, one of which I have kept to this day. My childhood was wonderful even though my father was a sick man—he suffered from vertigo every month and a half—. He was the best example for me of a tenderness and workmanship –also a photographer and painter—but above all of understanding for all my problems which since I was four years old were of a social nature. I remember when I was four when the tragic ten occurred. I saw with my own eyes the clash between Zapata’s peasants and the forces of Carranza. My position was very clear. My mother opened balconies on the Allende Street getting the wounded and hungry and to allow the Zapatistas to jump over the balconies of my house into the “drawing room.” She tended to their wounds and fed them corn gorditas—the only food available at the time in Coyacan. We were four sisters Matita Adri me –Frida—and Cristi, the chubby midget—I’ll describe them later—. The clear and precise emotions of the “Mexican Revolution” that I keep were the reason why, at the age of 13, I joined the Communist youth.

APPENDIX
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