Frida Kahlo: Surrealist Conflicts

Frida Kahlo can be described in numerous ways: icon, cult heroine, wife of famed
muralist and painter Diego Rivera, subject of much bad art, some beautiful poetry,' and at least
nine films...the list could go on ad nauseam.? Hayden Herrera, in her biography Frida, quotes
Kahlo as having famously said, “I paint my own reality. The only thing I know is that I paint
because I need to, and I paint always whatever passes through my head, without any other
consideration.”® Kahlo often expressed that reality in terms of her relationship to her husband,
her fateful bus accident and the subsequent surgeries, and her various ailments. The focus here,
however, is how to classify the painter through her work. Can she be a considered a Surrealist?
Or was she simply a modernist?

To attempt to answer the former question we must first arrive at a definition of
Surrealism. Andre Breton, in his “First Manifesto of Surrealism,” explained it as a life
philosophy based on the preeminence of dreams and the subconscious associations people make
in their dream lives.* Others after him also offered up their definitions of Surrealism, including
Max Ernst, who largely concurred with Breton but added the important insight that any

definition of the movement would continually flux until the Surrealist movement came to an

1 Herrera, Juan Felipe. The Roots of a Thousand Embraces: Dialogues. This is one of the finer examples of poetry
about Kahlo’s works.

2 The Kahlo filmography is too extensive to list here. Please see: “http://www.fridakahlofans.com/
filmsenglish.html”, accessed 4/19/08. Also see: “http://www.pbs.org/weta/fridakahlo/about/index.html”, accessed
4/19/08.

3 Herrera, Hayden. Frida, A Biography. xi-xii.
4 Breton, Andre. “The First Manifesto of Surrealism,” excerpts, from Art in Theory 1900-2000. Please see: “http://

www.personal.kent.edu/~areischu/Breton.pdf “, accessed 4/05/08.
Breton created a second manifesto on the same subject in 1929. See Matthew Gale, dada and Surrealism, 276-277.
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end.> While Surrealism certainly saw its heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, its influence continues
in the arts today, and by Ernst’s contention the definition is still changing as I write this paper.

If we take Breton’s definition at face value, making dreams the stuff and substance of life,
and apply it to specific works by Kahlo, there are valid arguments for both sides of the central
question of this paper. However, to claim Kahlo as a Surrealist discounts the fact that she
primarily painted the actual things and people who surrounded her in her waking life. To argue
that she was truly a Surrealist would also require ignoring large portions of her total body of
work as well as her verbal critiques of Surrealism.® She definitely took a very cerebral attitude
towards her painting and had a keen awareness of Surrealist painters and their art--she even
incorporated Surrealist elements into her work--but did not live her life based on dreams and
loose associations. In this paper I will look at Kahlo’s intersections with Breton and other
Surrealists, her contradictory statements about Surrealism, and discuss Surrealist manifestations
in some of her key works. As she never fully adopted the Surrealist philosophy or label, Kahlo
cannot be considered one of their group.

Andre Breton first took notice of Kahlo in early 1938, having seen one of her self -
portraits on Leon Trotsky’s study wall. About the portrait, he wrote: “[Kahlo] has painted herself
dressed in a robe of wings gilded with butterflies, and it is exactly in this guise that she draws

aside the mental curtain.” In June of that year, he visited the Riveras in Guadalajara, Mexico, as

5 Ernst, Max. “What is Surrealism?” From Art in Theory 1900-2000. Please see: “http://www.personal.kent.edu/
~areischu/Ernst.pdf “, accessed 4/19/08.

6 Herrera, Hayden. 263. Kahlo is quoted in a letter to Antonio Rodriquez, ca. 1952: ...I detest Surrealism. To me it
seems to be a decadent manifestation of bourgeois art. A deviation from the true art that people hope for from the
artist...”
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a side excursion of an official trip on behalf of the French government.” Breton reportedly bored
Kahlo, and she was unimpressed, thinking him snobby, vain, and shallow. Kahlo did, however,
strike up a friendship with Breton’s wife Jacqueline, whom she found charming and, gratefully,
lacking the pretentiousness of her husband.? Yet the “Pope of Surrealism’s” fascination with
Kahlo and his desire to promote her, despite her disdain for him, gave her New York debut that
November more hype than she might have attracted as Diego Rivera’s wife alone. Breton wrote
an essay as part of her show catalogue calling Kahlo “the beautiful and pernicious butterfly who
accompanied her monstrous Marxist husband.”™ The essay culminated with the bold statement:
“The art of Frida Kahlo is a ribbon about a bomb.”!? While at once a recommendation for Kahlo
and an insult to Rivera, this endorsement jump-started Kahlo’s entry into the art world, serving
as metaphorical kerosene on a metaphorical fire.

Having been welcomed into the Surrealist scene by the movement’s key figure, Kahlo
certainly realized the value of preserving ties with Breton and the others involved. Herrera
discusses Kahlo’s relationship to the Surrealists primarily in business terms.!! Kahlo knew she
would sell more art if she was exhibiting in the most prominent circle of the time. Yet her

philosophy remained fundamentally independent and detached from the group, and whatever she

7 Hubert, Renee Riese, “Portraiture and Revolution: Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera,” in Magnifying Mirrors:
Women, Surrealism, and Partnership. 347

8 Herrera, H. 227. Kahlo played cadavre exquis with Jacqueline, scorning André Breton’s falsely intellectualized
discussions with Trotsky. See [Fig. 1 and Fig. 2] for examples of exquisite corpse collaborations between Kahlo and
Lucienne Bloch. Images found in: Chadwick, Whitney. ed. Mirror Images. 88-89.

9 Herrera, H. 230. Herrera paraphrases Breton here.

10 Ihid. 214.

" Ibid. 254.

In contrast, scholar Renee Riese Hubert treats the question of Kahlo’s surrealist ties as having lesser importance than
the painter’s political beliefs, her overly documented definition through Rivera, and her inclusion in feminist circles.
In Magnifying Mirrors: Women, Surrealism, & Partnership, 346-347.
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stood to gain by playing the coquette did not stop her from expressing her opinions. Herrera
stated that:
“...Frida’s outlook was vastly different from that of the Surrealists. Her art was not the
product of a disillusioned European culture searching for an escape from the limits of
logic by plumbing the subconscious. Instead, her fantasy was a product of her
temperament, life, and place; it was a way of coming to terms with reality, not of passing
beyond reality into another realm.”!?
Essentially, Kahlo used her painting to work out emotional, political, and psychological
difficulties that she encountered in her daily, real, life and had no interest in living from her
dreams or illustrating them in her work. Kahlo herself went on record saying, “They thought I
was a Surrealist, but I wasn’t. I never painted dreams...”!3 Herrera suggests that Kahlo was
aware of automatist techniques and used them consciously to problem solve through her art,'#
which is a different thing from Breton’s assertion that Kahlo had invented Surrealism without
any knowledge of the European beginnings of the movement.!> Perhaps Herrera’s most astute
observation is that Kahlo’s diary contains the most surreal of all her imagery [Fig. 3, Fig. 4].'° In

it Kahlo used ink blots that smeared the pages when she closed the book, and frequently doodled

on top of the smears; the text of the diary consists of a string of loose thoughts and several pages

12 Herrera, H. 258.

13 Jbid. 266.

14 [bid. 266.

15 Jbid. 228. Breton wrote an essay for the Julien Levy show, saying that his “surprise and joy were unbounded
when [he] discovered, on [his] arrival in Mexico, that her work had blossomed forth, in her latest paintings, into pure
surreality, despite the fact that it had been conceived without any prior knowledge whatsoever of the ideas

motivating the activities of [his] friends and [him]self.”

16 Jbid. 263.
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of poetry, mostly dedicated to Rivera [Fig. 5].!7 However, Kahlo never meant it for public
consumption and we have no way of knowing if she considered its contents to be finished works.

As Kahlo’s involvement with Breton and the others increased, so did her vocal criticisms
of them, regardless of her promotional needs. Breton invited her to Paris for an exhibition that,
while not a one-person show, centered on her work. She stayed with the Bretons for part of the
time she was there, but found that Breton hadn’t organized the show that he claimed was ready.
On February 16, 1939, Kahlo wrote angrily to Nickolas Muray:

“Until I came the paintings were still in the custom house, because the s. of a b. of Breton

didn’t take the trouble to get them out. The photographs which you sent ages ago, he never
received--so he says--the gallery was not arranged for the exhibit at all and Breton has no gallery
of his own long ago. So I had to wait days and days just like an idiot till I met Marcel Duchamp
(marvelous painter) who is the only one who has his feet on the earth, among all this bunch of
coocoo lunatic sons of bitches of the surrealists...I had to lend to Breton 200 bucks (Dlls) for the
restoration [of 14 oils of the XIX century] because he doesn’t have a penny...Pierre Colle, an old
bastard and son of a bitch, saw my paintings and found that only two were possible to be shown,
because the rest are too ‘shocking’ for the public!! I could kill of that guy and eat it
afterwards...”!8

Of course, this was a private letter to a friend, and not a public denouncement--Kahlo kept that
much sense with her business transactions--but it clearly shows she felt no great affection for
Breton, nor for Colle, who was the art dealer for Dali and some others.!® She fell ill during this
time with a virulent collibacili infection in her kidneys and blamed it on having eaten something

bad in Breton’s house, saying, “You don’t have any idea of the dirt those people live in, and the

17 Kahlo, Frida, with Phyllis Freeman, ed. Diario Frida Kahlo: Autorretrato Intimo. Various.

18 Herrera, H. 242. Apparently Kahlo had a fondness for italics. 1 don’t want to know what the “it” she would later
eat referred to...

19 Jbid. 244.
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kind of food they eat...I never seen anything like it before in my damn life.”?® The only positive
quote from Kahlo that I found about any of the Surrealists concerned Pavel Tchelitchew [Fig. 6],
about whom she supposedly said, “I like this guy. I like his work because it has freaks in it.”?!
She apparently related to Tchelitchew because of her own “freakishness,” with her bad leg and
scars from her teenage bus accident. Again, she felt an affinity for him not because she admired
anything dreamlike about his work, but because of its relevance to her actual life.

Renee Riese Hubert, in her essay “Portraiture and Revolution: Frida Kahlo and Diego
Rivera,” points out that Andre Breton’s complete unfamiliarity with the tropical imagery of the
Mexican landscape may have been what first led him to claim Kahlo for the Surrealists.?> Then
what in her style and compositions allows many to not question her classification in that group?
Kahlo’s two paintings frequently heralded as the most surreal of her works are What the Water
Gave Me (1938) [Fig. 7] and The Love Embrace of the Universe, the Earth (Mexico), Diego, Me,
and Senor Xolotl (1949) [Fig. 8].23

In What the Water Gave Me, Kahlo depicted a menagerie: miniaturized bodies floating in

bath water, a volcano with a building erupting from the crater, two women rafting on a sponge, a

20 Jbid, 242-3.

Kahlo also wrote, in general reference to the Parisian Surrealist clique and their cohorts: “You have no idea the kind
of bitches these people are. They make me vomit. They are so damn ‘intellectual” and rotten that I can’t stand them
any more. It is really too much for my character. I rather sit on the floor in the market of Toluca and sell tortillas,
than to have any thing to do with those ‘artistic’ bitches of Paris...they don’t have any thing to eat in their houses
because none of them work and they live as parasites of the bunch of rich bitches who admire their ‘genius’ of
‘artists.” shit and only shit is what they are. I never seen Diego or you [Muray], wasting their time on stupid gossip
and ‘intellectual’ discussions. That is why you are real men and not lousy ‘artists.’”

Also in Herrera, H. 245-246. Lack of capitalization of “shit”, and other grammatical errors, come directly courtesy
of the original.

21 [bid. 234.

22 Hubert, Renee Riese. Magnifying Mirrors: Women, Surrealism, and Partnership. 349.

23 Senor Xolotl is the rat-like dog resting on night’s arm in The Love Embrace. Kahlo kept several of these Mexican
hairless dogs as pets at the Blue House, and he was one of her favorites. See figures 9 and 10. The breed name

from the Mexican Indian native language is Xoloitzcuintli or Itzcuintli. From Billeter, Erika, ed. The Blue House.
24.
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portrait of her parents’ heads growing out of water plants...along with the only three things that
she could have actually been painting from life---the bathtub, its pull-chain and stopper, and her
own (though bloody) feet. Hubert discusses Kahlo’s disproportionate representations of the
figures as well as the strange use of scale for the relationships of the objects in the bathtub to
each other; but ultimately she concludes that even though so many things about this painting are
“off,” the fact that the viewer shares Kahlo’s viewpoint inside the bathtub, looking at her feet,
trumps any judgement of the surreality of the images.?* Herrera points out that the painting
references Dali “in its plethora of minute and irrationally juxtaposed detail,” but that it also
shows Kahlo’s love of Heironymus Bosch and Breughel.?’

The Love Embrace [Fig. 8] is a giant triple hug that almost defies description; in it Kahlo
painted a cloudlike figure, half day and half night, surrounding a mother-earth figure who holds
Kahlo in an embrace, just as Kahlo holds Rivera.?¢ In this work the only real people are Kahlo
and Rivera; their dog, Mr. Xolotl, and the vegetation are the only other true to life
representations. Kahlo painted Rivera as a huge pallid baby with an enormous third eye on his
forehead, and it gets stranger from there. The expressionless mother earth has a huge ravine-like
rift opening in the green expanse of her chest; milk flows through the ravine and drips from the
figure’s visible (left) breast. Night and day appear mostly as clouds, united as one cycle of
darkness and light with their arms connecting at the base of the painting; half of day’s face
hovers over mother earth’s shoulder. Herrera does not group this painting with those having

surrealistic tendencies, instead contending that it resulted from Rivera’s affair with Maria Felix;

24 Hubert, 349.

25 Herrera, H. 257. In her analysis Herrera seems to be unaware that Dali was expelled from the Surrealists by
Breton at any time.

26 Hubert, 363.
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Herrera sees Kahlo as the “weeping Madonna,” distraught over the (temporary) loss of her
“child.”?” As wild and fantasy-based as The Love Embrace seems, once again, Herrera argues
for its firm foundation in reality---namely because of the timeframe of its creation.

For Hubert, the timeline and the Riveras’ infidelity issues are irrelevant in the face of
Kahlo’s philosophy--which, she writes, matters more than the easily identifiable Surrealist traits
of The Love Embrace.?® The question, Hubert says, is not the Surrealist presentation of spacial
relationships, but what Kahlo’s ideology shares, if anything, with Surrealist thought. Kahlo
wrote a “portrait essay” around the same date as the painting, stating that “The forms of Diego
[of] an affectionate monster, inspired by fear and hunger, created by the ancient concealer, a
necessary and eternal element, the primal mother of all men and all the gods that man has
invented in his delirium...Woman among all of them, I would always want to cradle him like a
newborn child.” Hubert interprets this as Kahlo having made a transition during that time from
the directly personal to the universal.?’ In other words, unlike Herrera’s limiting references back
to Kahlo’s relationship with Diego, Hubert understands this work as emblematic of Kahlo not
merely having depicted specific hurt, but as having placed herself in a larger macrocosm of
humanity: pain, heartache, love, all these things belong to more than just Kahlo and Rivera’s
intimate world.

Aside from these two works with their obvious surreal visual elements, Kahlo painted
numerous self-portraits. Whitney Chadwick classifies Kahlo as a Surrealist because of her links

to Breton’s group, as well as her tendency to use double images of herself. Chadwick, along

27 Herrera, H. 375, 378.
28 Hubert. 364.

29 Jbid. 364.
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with many other scholars, continually refers to the concept of duality in Kahlo’s portraits (self
and otherwise). Chadwick describes this duality in various ways, including night and day,
European and Mexican,*° past and present, sickness and wellness, civilization and the wild, the
physical and spiritual realms...the list goes on.3! Yet whatever symbolism Kahlo used in her self-
portraits and other paintings, even when it seemed disjointed or illogical, Kahlo always grounded
it in daily life, be it her own reality or the world at large. Many of the self-portraits she
completed as studies to teach herself the craft of painting, and in them we see that she struggled
to learn perspective and proportion, just as most artists do. In several she painted herself in an
idealized manner, with an elongated neck, yet characteristically emphasized her mustache and
(almost) unibrow. In Self-Portrait (1930) [Fig. 11], for example, the head is too small in
proportion to the rest of her body and Kahlo’s understanding of light is limited as well--it is
difficult to locate the light source. Later on, as her rendering abilities improved, she certainly
had acquired the skill to depict details “accurately” from life, but often chose not to. Instead, she
elected to continue emphasizing certain features while preserving others--namely her youth--but
this decision was not out of any belief in Surrealism. She perceived her life in an emotionally
driven way and wanted to convey that perception through her works.

Ultimately, Kahlo did not identify with any of the Surrealist tenets; because she didn’t
subscribe to their system, she cannot be swept into their clan. She strikes me as the type who

would not have wanted to join any club that would have taken her as a member.3? She knew how

30 Prignitz-Poda, Helga. Frida Kahlo,9. Kahlo’s father was a Hungarian Jew, while her mother was of Mexican
descent.

31 Chadwick, Whitney. “Women, Surrealism, and Self-Representation,” in Mirror Images, 30.
32 Paraphrased from a quote variously ascribed to W.C. Fields, John Lennon, and Woody Allen, but most likely from

a Groucho Marx routine about a telegram he supposedly sent as a resignation. I apologize for the missing cultural
reference.
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to use the Breton crowd for her purposes, though she probably wouldn’t have admitted her
motives; here I agree with Herrera in that Kahlo viewed the Parisian scene as a business venture
and not much more, with the exception of Duchamp and possibly Jacqueline Breton. If Kahlo
invented something independent of the Surrealists, it was her own version of art therapy. Part of
Kahlo’s cult status owes its debt to her having worn her heart “on her sleeve”--in painting “her
own reality,” she helped encourage other artists, women and men alike, to find their own

voices. Kahlo’s rejection of Surrealism was, in the end, her assertion of self.

33 Herrera, H. 266.
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This brief review of the Chadwick book is mostly favorable, especially with regard to
essays on Claude Cahun, Frida Kahlo, Yayoi Kusama, Ana Mendieta, Cindy Sherman,
and Francesca Woodman. However, in its brevity it serves as a mere laundry list and
doesn’t do its subject justice.

Unknown.
Please see the website: “ http://www.fridakahlofans.com/filmsenglish.html”, accessed
4/20/08.

This is an independent website compiled by a Frida aficionado (read=freak) named on
the site only as “Mike,” and as such may not be the most reliable source, but it
conveniently lists a (primarily English-language) filmography of nine films. I include it
as an example of the Kahlo culthood.

Washington Educational Television Association.
Please see the website: “http://www.pbs.org/weta/fridakahlo/about/index.html”, accessed
4/20/08.
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This website gives a brief synopsis of the educational television film The Life and Times
of Frida Kahlo, which first aired in March of 2005. The director is Amy Stechler, and
although I haven’t seen this film to evaluate it, I list it here simply as another example of
the continually growing cultural fascination with Kahlo.
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