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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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