
Hunting Diego & Frida in Mexico City  - Stephen Wealthall

I The Palace of Pleasures

Mexico City Airport is like a bad film noir.   The décor and furnishing
are  straight  from  a  decaying  Hollywood  set,  and  all  the  characters,
particularly the officials,  seem to sidle about  as though looking for a
dodgy deal with Humphrey Bogart or Peter Lorre.    That's what it feels
like  anyway at two a.m., after traveling for  24 hours, to find that not
only is your luggage lost,  but that  your baggage check is regarded as
some sort of joke.   Abandoning the lost baggage counter and finding a
taxi was a relief and the cabbie helpful, once he had made sure I was not
a Gringo.   I should have had a label printed for my hat  saying “Not
Gringo” as it would have saved the standard reply of “No Comprende”
with  which  English-speaking  Mexican  males  standardly  respond  to
anybody suspected of being American.

I  was  in  Mexico  City  for  an  international  conference  on  Medical
Education, but like all the best  B-Movie heroes, I had another agenda –
to  get  inside  the  minds  of  Frida  Kahlo  and  Diego  Rivera,  the  most
famous Mexican painters and liars of the 20th Century.   After years of
distant study of  them and their art I had realised that I could never get
inside  them   unless  I  visited  the  culture  that  had  nourished  their
extravagant personas.   

The conference was an enormous and prestigious affair and was held at a
modern marvel of a hotel made up of Aztec Pyramid shapes concealing
water-featured courtyards, swimming pools and meeting rooms.    Even
Prince  Charles  would  have  approved  of  this  Mexican  Modernist
cathedral of opulent, but not overstated, taste.   Having no regard for
opulence, and wanting not to be tied to  the conference programme, so I
could pursue Frida and Diego, I had decided not to stay at the conference
hotel and I was intrigued in the conference brochure, to find alternative
accommodation  offered  “to  South  American  Registrants  ONLY”.

I  could  not  resist  this,  particularly  as  it  was  half  the  price  of  the
conference hotel, and filled in and sent off the booking form, knowing
that I was likely to experience some genuine Ibero-American culture.   

The taxi took me along the longest city avenue in the world and into a
maze of streets and alleyways that, at 3-30 in the morning were packed
with sashaying night-livers, pavement cafes and hooting cars.   Most of
the cars and taxis were VW beetles, with, in the case of the taxis, the
front passenger seat removed to give space for the passenger to get in,
and an ideal space to put luggage.   I showed my taxi driver the booking
form with the hotel address on it and he gave me a certain look.   Later,
when I diagnosed the true nature of my alternative accommodation,  I
realised that this address, combined with my lack of luggage, indicated
to the cabbie that I was in Mexico City for one of its more usually unst
ated attractions.  

I arrived at the hotel (roughly translated as the 'Pleasure Palace', where
staff weren't at all surprised at my lack of luggage and initially winked at
my explanation.  However the helpful receptionist  finally  accepted my
story, said it was always happening, and just to give him my baggage
check  and  he  would  track  down  my  luggage  and  have  it  delivered.
Leaving the desk I was hailed in the foyer by an old medical education
aquaintence from New Mexico who asked how I had ended up in that
particular hotel as it really was only those who were in the know who
would be staying there.   I explained my real purpose in being in Mexico
City and he clapped me on the shoulder and congratulated me on making
a wise hotel choice, and that he would ensure that I was shown the 'Real
Mexico'.    As soon as  got  into my room I  realised  the  origin of  the
knowing look from the cabbie, as although the shower and toilet were in
a  separate  'wet  area',  in  the  bed  area  was  a  tasteful  bidet.    I  was
awakened  at  9  a.m.  by  a  maid  with  really  good  coffee,  followed,
astoundingly, by a porter with my lost luggage.



A large part of the conference timetable was allocated to social events,
ostensibly so wives who were accompanying attendees were not left out
(I  never found out  what  most  of  the wives thought  about  one of  my
Middle  Eastern  colleagues,  who  brought  two  wives  –  the  senior  for
shopping and the junior for relaxation).   At breakfast, my friend from
New Mexico introduced me to range of medical educationalists from all
over Central and South America and I realised that, not only were there
no wives accompanying these alternative 'Pleasure Palace-ites', but that
their social programme differed from the one advertised for 'rest of the
world' attendees.   I was soon elected an honorary South American after a
comment I made about the standard of health-care for the poor, that I had
seen in  my year in the USA, and was asked to join the alternative social
programme.   Immediately I was introduced  to a further jabbering of
educationalists who bore me off to a waiting coach for a day seeing the
sites around Mexico City. 
 

II A Perfect Day   

I  have been on many social  programmes at  Medical  and Educational
Conferences, including membership of one wise research association that
had,  written  into  its  constitution  that  at  least  50% of  its  programme
should be social, but never have I seen such enthusiasm and joie de vivre
as on that  18 hour outing.    The tour guide had thoughtfully brought
along his guitar and in-between  telling us about the historic sites we
were passing,  sang what  almost  seemed plaintive Catalan  love songs,
but had a strange discordance and 'bite' that made them purely Mexican.
He  also  had  straw-clad  flagons  of  a  delightful,  sparkling  Rose  that
refreshed without  drunkening,  and were passed from mouth to mouth
with no thoughts of Western, picky hygiene.

This was no drunken rugby club outing however.   Stopping beside the
Cathedral we inspected a large, round stone depicting the Aztec moon
goddess  Coyolxauqui,  and  wandered  around the  rest  of  the  the  main
Aztec temple, dedicated to Tlaloc, the god of rain and Huitzilopochtli,
the god of war.   There was much  erudite discussion by our Surgical
colleagues about exactly how the sacrifices on the stone had had their
heart  removed, and pride  expressed as to how skilled their ancestors
were at sacrifice and stone-masonry.  Back on the bus a lively discussion
broke out about whether the first  Jesuit Priests who submerged the Aztec
Religion, were justified in changing Christian traditions to fit in with the
some of the beliefs and practices of the Aztec priests.   

Our  next  stop,  the shrine  of  Nacional  Basílica  de  Santa  María  de
Guadalupe, only served to intensify this discussion during the rest of the
day's traveling sessions, as we were to see the Bleeding Heart  emblem
and image of Santa Maria herself.  At 10-30 in the morning every seat of
this 50,000 seater, 'modernist flying saucer' Basilica appeared to be filled
and  all  50,000 unflinching gazes were  crystal focussed on the image of
the Saint. To me, this was an experience in mass hypnosis which was
truly unsettling and what was most unsettling was to see some of my



recently  stated  atheist  colleagues,  being  similarly  hypnotised,  and
slipping into the Ritual of the occasion.   However, in New Zealand, I
have seen Politicians of reputedly high intellect and morals, submerge
themselves  in  even weirder  Cultural  Practices,  although  they had  the
excuse of trying to attract a few votes.  We re-boarded the bus in two
mutually suspicious groups – those who had unashamedly joined in the
service and those who  claimed they only pretended they had joined in,
but at the service I could not distinguish the two.

Back on the bus It was apparently the custom for anybody to move to the
front of the bus, relieve  the tour guide of his microphone and present
their own interpretation of what we had seen and  of South American
History generally.  From these extemporised snippets I  learnt  that the
bleeding hearts images of South American Catholicism were a reference
to human sacrifice of the ancestors and that the 'non-christian' orientation
of South American churches and their windows, is directly derived from
Pre-Columbian  temples.   Both  of  these  representations  of  the  Pre-
Columbian past had been adopted by the Jesuits so as the old and the
new religions  could be  seamlessly  integrated – a   technique  that  any
modern  advertising  executive  would  have  been  proud  of.   More
seriously, I learnt (which is rarely accepted outside of South America)
that the pre-Columbian history and culture is as important to Hispanics
as  their  European  Spanish  and Portugese  heritage  and that  they have
seamlessly blended the two.   

Most astoundingly, most of the comment and discussion took place in
English,  not  just  for  my  benefit  but  to  ensure  that  the  Spanish  and
Portugese factions did not offend each other.    I was later to see and hear
many of these excellent English speakers stand up at presentations at the
conference, and ask that the speaker either speak in Spanish (the official
language  of  the  conference  was  English),  or  provide  a  simultaneous
Spanish translation.   At first I thought that this was a manifestation of
'machismo', but the more I learnt of Mexican and Hispanic culture, the
more  I  realised  that  centuries  of  American  political  and  economic

colonialism  had  ingrained  a  bitterness  that  made  the  average  South
American feel that he was being put down by loud, imperious American
'experts', and this apparent retreat to 'no comprende', was an attempt to
even up the relationship.

This focus on language as a weapon worried me considerably as my own
presentation at the conference was, by necessity,  to be in English, and I
was to attempt to get the audience to work together as a group to produce
answers  to  a  series  of  educational  questions  that  I  would  pose.    I
eventually solved my problem by buying small flags of  the Central and
South American countries and, at the beginning of my session, starting
with Mexico, waving the flag and yelling 'Viva Mehico', followed by all
the other countries in north to south order (I forgot Paraguay but nobody
noticed,  which  apparently  is  the  complete  story of  Paraguay).     My
performance was greeted with astonishment initially, and then everybody
joined in and we had a fraternal and fruitful session from which I (and I
hope the other participants) learnt a lot.   I was however regarded as a 'bit
of a  crawler'  (not  the term they used)  by many of  my American and
European colleagues who had received the “No Comprende” or silence
treatment at their presentations.    

This  treatment  was  observed  with  great  mirth  by  an  Iranian  friend.
Contrary to popular belief all the Iranians  I have known have had great
senses of humour – one female educationalist when accompanied by her
Ministry appointed chaperone, always introduced herself to Westerners
by  saying  “I  am  *--------   *--------  and  being  a  woman  have  to  be
properly introduced to you by my chaperone – I will just get him to turn
his back while I shake hands with you”!   My friend said that the pecking
and  precedence  order  amongst  Western  academics  could  teach  the
Iranian Mullahs a thing or two.

Back to the bus trip, which on leaving Central Mexico City (The city is
100  miles  across)  made  for  the  ancient  City-State   of  Teotihuacan,
where  we  met  up  with  the  non-South  American  busloads  from  the



conference  and were offered the choice of a guided tour or to wander
round under our own steam.   My fellow 'Palace of Pleasure' trippers
opted for the unsupervised wandering around and said  that I should join
them and revealed  the  flagons of  Rose barely  concealed  behind their
backs.   We strolled gently about that fantastic pre-Columbian city (only
London was bigger at  the time) and my friends (we were all  on first
name terms by this time) told me the story of the City and its life from
their point of view.  We climbed the Pyramid of the Sun and sat drinking
our Rose as the  afternoon sun touched its peak and spread its rays and
shadows along the Avenue  of the Dead.   A traveling Mexican Jeweller
stopped in front of us and offered to make me a ring on the spot.   On his
'ice cream tray', slung round his neck, he had a range of jewellery tools, a
minature  charcoal  brazier,  blow pipe  and precious  metals  and stones.
Within 20 minutes and for a few dollars he produced a ring  that was
better than the ones I eventually I produced at Art School, which took a
full day of work.

The rest  of the buses began to leave but  our  'Palace of Pleasure-ites'
group decided to abandon the official tour and we went to a shady spot
behind the Pyramid of the Moon, where the equivalent of deck chairs
could be hired, and where we could siesta off the heat of the day and the
Rose  fumes.    When  we surfaced  in  the  late  afternoon  a  democratic
discussion took place about where to go next and the Tour Guide, having
given us up as incorrigable as far as the official  tour was concerned,
revealed that we were not far from a Dance Hall.   I had no idea what to
expect but the Dance Hall consisted of a 'Hacienda' type building with
courtyard pergolas covered with grape vines.  Underneath were set out
tables and chairs and in a recess, a bandstand. The place was empty when
we arrived but  within minutes  a  flock  of   cumberbunded youths  and
mantilla  and  fan  carrying  girls  appeared  and  a  band  began  to  play
traditional Spanish Music.    The dancers performed  with grace and fire
the  sorts  of  Dances   that  were current  when the  Conquistadores first
came to South America.  None of them could have been over 25 but they
seemed to take on the mannerisms and grace of a different era.   Whilst

they performed we were served  platters of finger foods and a light white
wine which smelled of foxgloves.   

I  have  loved  dance  all  my  life  but  have  never  attended  such  a
spontaneous, but mannered and graceful performance.   At the end of the
group dancing,  as  coffee  and cigarillos  were  being served,   an  older
couple got up, and to a single fiddle,  danced the Pasa Doble with an
abandon and intensity that had the skin on the back of my neck crawling.
There  was  then  a   general  free-for-all  where  all  the  Dancers  did
improvised Flamenca moves and each of them then grabbed one of the
audience and dragged us onto the floor.  I ended up with a mantilla-clad
maiden trying to lead me into the proper steps before we both rebelled
and  did  something  that  probably  resembled  a  cross  between  Jagger's
Strut and Cher's Wobble.  Out of the corner of my eye I had the never-to-
be-repeated  pleasure  of  seeing  one  of  South  America's  most  famous
Professors being pushed  into the female  role (he was a very macho guy)
in the Pase Doble by a cumberbunded youth.

Having contributed to a 'tronc' (there seemed to be no bill presented but
we each dropped a handful of notes on the table as we left)  the group
decided that I, as the only real foreigner, had to see where Tequila came
from (and pick up some supplies as the night was still young by Mexican
standards and the Rose had run out).   The tour guide was instructed to
direct the driver to an appropriate locality and in the deepening gloom I
was taken to see rows and rows of uniformly boring cactuses, which I
had to pretend to be impressed with.   Similarly in the ?Tequila-ery I had
to rave over the singularly uninteresting worm whose presence in the
bottle is  apparently the only way of knowing that Tequila is  genuine.
Loaded with bottles containing the genuine worm we set off back to the
City  with  the  avowed  intention  of  'doing  the  night  clubs'  but  some
strange and spontaneous influence  of the magic and experiences of the
day worked silently on us and smothered that intent.



We drove back through a countryside, that for a densely populated area,
was surprisingly empty against a darkening, moonless sky in which it
seemed  a  million  stars  twinkled,  in  a  mostly  un-light  polluted
environment.    As  we  got  nearer  the  city  rich  conversations  erupted
between seat-mates as people who had mostly not met each other, lost
the inhibitions of Academe, and just shared the marvelous experiences of
the day.  Somehow the enthusiasm for night-clubbing waned the nearer
we got the City as we shared the  many highlights of our day.   We had
sampled some of the Tequila, but were only drunk on what a brilliant
song writer had dubbed 'A Perfect Day'.  When we got to the Pleasure
Palace our mood was of quiet contentment, not needing the leavening of
the fizz of the nightlife.   Only a few of the senior heads of department
who  felt  the  need  to  demonstrate  their  continuing   virility,   availed
themselves of the girls whose services were the speciality of the 'Palace
of Pleasure' and the rest of us with smiles on our faces, shook hands (a
ceremony which I believe still has great significance but sadly is mostly
lacking in NZ) and went quietly off to bed.

III Getting Inside  Diego and Frida

The start of the conference proper the next morning was something of an
anticlimax with the usual droning welcome by the Minister of Health and
the  high-ups  of  the  Medical  Educational  world  mouthing  the  usual
platitudes.   Fortunately a lot of the programme was left free for self-
selected  groups  to  meet  to  discuss  topics  of  mutual  interest  and  the
plenary sessions were well abstracted in the Conference Handbook, so
the vast majority of participants  choose only to appear in the Hotel's
Grand Concourse before dinner, so as they could be seen promenading
with the powerful and famous.  Having guaged the tenor of the meeting
at  that  first  morning,  my  Iranian  friend and  I  decided  that  we could
improve  our  educational  status  best  by  absorbing  Mexico  City's
ambiance and culture by visiting its parks, galleries and museums.  

We pored over the guide books, identified our areas of common interest
and decided we would spend half our free time visiting them together,
leaving the other half for me to go and seek Diego and Frida and him to
pursue  his  other  life  of  being  what  is  euphamistically  known as  'the
import export business.   Iran has so long been submitted to sanctions
that most Iranian world travelers, including eminent academics, indulged
in a little sanction evasion whilst abroad.  I would never have known his
other life, except Iranians were still adept at handing you their card when
you met them, and he had inadvertently handed me the card from the
wrong side of his card case.   Delicacy prevented me inquiring further
into this side of his life.

Hiring a VW taxi and driver for the day was by far the most economic
way of getting around Mexico City's enormous and labarynthine road
network and so we set off to see The National Museum of Anthropology
which intially was forbidding in scale, but whose directions and exhibits
appeared only to to be labelled in Spanish.   We eventually worked out
this was reasonable  and  not another example of language aggression
and we pressed on to be awed and moved by the sheer scale, number and



complexity of the civilisations of  Central America.   There was also an
added chill to many exhibits which illustrated that human sacrifice was
an important  part  of  past  cultures.    We both  felt  that  the  Museum's
bravery  in depicting this honestly was a bonus, and admired Mexico for
opening  up  its  cultural  roots  without  attempting  to  romanticise   the
inhuman parts of its past as both our disparate cultures have done. 

Our next stop at the  National Museum of Art (which many have said is
an Artwork in itself ) again had a unique feel  amongst International Art
Galleries as it was not cluttered.   This was partly because it is enormous
but the curators had not made the mistake of trying to pack in everything.
Our European tradition  of,  until  recently,  of  making Museums in  the
style  of  palaces  in  which  privileged  people  lived,  and  which  the  art
objects were their decorations and heirlooms, does not display art as if
were there for its art's sake.   The National Museum of Art spread and
isolated  its'  works,  not  because  it  didn't  have  a  large  and  superb
collection, but so they could be appreciated by, and for, themselves.   I
found this to be the antithesis of  the London Exhibitions which still give
the feel of Turner's day when, as paintings were stacked four to five high,
he used to go round on hanging night, adding colours to his paintings so
that they 'killed' the neighbouring paintings, so his would be noticed.

At the end of a long and sensual (in the sense that our senses had almost
been surfeited) day we went in the late afternoon to the Palacio Nacional
de Mexico where many of Diego Rivera's Murals decorate the National
Palace's  corridors,  stairwells  and  public  rooms.    This  was  an  edgy
experience as this is the residence of the President and in this land of
many bloody revolutions, every corner had a pair of lounging, cigarette
smoking, conscript soldiers, who looked at visitors in the menacing way
that only  a 145cm, 17 year old Mexican, could.  Most worrying (for
both I and my Iranian friend had military experience), we could see that
the carelessly slung, over-the-shoulder sub-machine guns, were not only
loaded but were cocked, had one-up-the-spout and often had the safety
catch off!   We crept through the public parts of the Palacio, crouched to

lower  our  heights  and   did  everything  we  could  not  to  attract  the
attention  of the guards whilst,  we searched the directions to  Diego's
murals.   The stress was worth it.   After years of  seeing reproductions,
to  be faced with the  reality  of  a  20 foot  by 10 foot  blaze  of  colour,
minutely  decorated  with  recognisable  faces  was  a  revalation.    My
Iranian friend had not encountered Diego Rivera's work before and had
really only come along with me out of the intrinsic politeness possessed
by his race, but was astounded at the works.   What really astounded him
was  that  the  people  represented  were  people  he  knew.   Not  that  he
recognised them as specific people but he could recognise from Diego's
masterful drawing, the characters of the people represented.   I knew this
skill of Diego's and would often get on a bus or go into a pub and see just
the people that Diego painted, and was not so surprised.   He however,
swore that Diego must have been to Iran  to paint  such people and I
could not convince him otherwise.

Totally sufeited with Art and Culture we hurried back to the conference
Hotel  just  in  time  to  join  the  'Grande  Promenade'  before  dinner  and
amused ourselves by competing over who could appear to be to talking
to the greatest number of the famous and powerful.  After the dinner we
joined  a  group  of  Mexican  Academics  who  came  from  the  Free
(Communist) University of Mexico and idly chatted about educational
matters.  Our Mexican colleagues mainly consisted of husband and wife
teams who were both university teachers.    I  had met some of them
before at international meetings  but was surprised as to how restrained
the usually machismo males were in the presence of their spouses.  I
began to understand the widespread belief that the Women of the family
made Mexican men what they were, and more importantly, what they
were not.   The women lead on every topic of conversation and, unlike
the normal banter between husband and wives saying the opposite for
effect,  silenced  their  husbands  with  a  glance  when  they  became  too
voluble.   This power balance was extraordinarily confirmed, when with
her husband listening, one of the women suggested I go to a Medical
Education conference in Havana in a few months, which she would be



attending without her husband.*  This was accompanied by a look which
left no doubt as to her meaning and had my Iranian friend nudging me.  I
began  to  feel  nervous  at  this  stage  as  I  would  have  expected  the
machismo expected of Mexican males, to cause him to slap me across
the  face  with a  suade  glove,  and ask me to step outside.    However
absolutely  nothing  happened  and  the  conversation  continued  on  its
previous track.  Finally I had begun to understand the strange, uniquely
Mexican bond that held the infantalised Diego Rivera and the hard, but
dependent, Frida Kahlo together despite their multiple infidelities, and I
felt  that  underlying reason for  my trip  to  Mexico was at  least  partly
answered.  

*Although I flatter myself on my attractions, this is the only occasion
where  I  have  ever  been  propositioned  by  a  sober,  female  senior
academic, in the presence of her husband after a total contact time of less
than an hour.  The male senior academics are another matter.

The following two days of the conference,  including my flag waving
presentation, were fairly busy but then I had a free day to pursue Frida
and Diego and set off  to see the house where Frida was born and died,
which is a Museum to Frida.   Much of her work I had already seen on
travelling  world  exhibitions  but  the  house  where  she  and  her
photographer  father  started their  art  gave  little  more insight  into her
inner life, and left large gaps in explaining how this free but lying spirit
came to be the lover of the usually discerning Charlie Chaplin and Leon
Trotsky.   Her paintings often show the tortured state of mind she lived in
and are, to me, not exceptional but she has become a folk hero in Mexico
and many other countries and a proto-feminist icon.  This despite her
choosing to be completely subservient to men for much of her life!   Not
far away from  Frida's home was the house that Leon Trotsky moved into
when he fell out with Diego Rivera, whose house he had lived in in an
apparent  menage  a  trois,  with  Frida.    The  Trotsky  house  is  also  a
memorial and is kept exactly as the day Trotsky was assassinated  (on
Josef  Stalin's  orders),  with  an  ice-pick  .    The  ice-pick  looked

suspiciously new to me but tourist exhibitions have never let veracity get
in the way of a ghoulish exhibit, so I was not too disappointed.   As I left
the suburb of Coyoacan I reflected on the happenstance of history that
connected these two lovers of Frida's (amongst many others).  Charlie
was  an  essential   player  in   founding  the  most  expensive  consumer
industry in the world today (the film and entertainment business) and
Leon came within a hair's breadth of preventing Josef Stalin establishing
the  Totalitarian  regime  which  blighted  the  world  for  much  of  the
Twentieth  Century.   At  least  Frida  picked  men  of  substance  for  her
dalliances.

After a reflective lunch I moved to the National Autonomous  University
of Mexico, where many of Diego Rivera's murals reside.   The equivalent
of  'The Porter's Lodge' at the University was a veritable Cat-Walk of
splendiferous figures in gold braid  and I had to put on my “I am not a
Gringo”  act  to  get  one  of  these  'Generalissimos'  to  admit  to
understanding English.   However the moment that I mentioned that I
was a pilgrim of Frida Kahlo's and Diego Rivera's, smiles broke out and
everybody suddenly  spoke excellent  English.    I  was offered a  chair,
whilst voluble Spanish debate took place  between the Generalissimos as
to the best way for me to see Diego's  (and some of David Siqueiros's)
Murals.    It  was  only  then that  I  found out  that  the  Murals  were  in
Lecture  theatres  which  were  all  in  use.    Never  let  it  be  said  that  a
Mexican, even a University Security Officer, would willingly be a bad
host to a foreign visitor (unless he was American).   One revolutionary
suggested  that  a  general  fire  alarm be  set  off,  freeing  up the  lecture
theatres  for  enough   time  for  me  to  inspect  the  murals.    This  was
dismissed as unnescesery  by the senior Generalissimo present, who felt
that he could conduct me to each lecture theatre, politely interrupt the
lecturer and get them  to give me a few minutes to look at the paintings.
This plan worked perfectly and in some Theatres the lecturer welcomed
me with open arms and asked me to speak to  the students about  my
mission  to track down Rivera's unique interpretation of social history.   I
was slightly stunned by this reception and got carried away enough to



reveal my fascination with Diego and Frida's relationship, which aroused
even more interest and questions.

Although fleeting, my view of the Murals made my pilgrimage  more
than worthwhile,  as they combined the many Schools of painting that
Diego had mastered and been assimilated into an almost new art-form
which celebrated the common man, was beautiful and was of a scale that
made you think about its message.   When a few days later I was taken
on a tour of the Cathedral with my 'Palace of Pleasures'  friends I felt
immediately the evolutionary pressures which had taken Mexican Art on
a roller-coaster ride from the painted  Aztec and other Pre-Columbian
civilization's temples - all colours shades and lights, through the Catholic
decoration  of  churches  with  their  bleeding  Christs,  into  the
Revolutionary Simplicity of the early 20th century and finally to Diego's
representation of the Common Man in the Machine age.   

Walking back to the conference hotel I blessed the fact that the accident
of  a  Medical  Education  Conference  had allowed me  the  privilege  of
being educated about the origins of what to me had up until then, been a
mysterious  and  apparently  novel  form  of  art.    Most  importantly  I
appreciated how much that development reflected the social history of
Mexico and the Mexican people themselves.   I  now felt,  rather  than
knew, that the Art Works of a society deeply reflect essential truths about
the society they were created in,  and was somewhat concerned about
what our current art works in New Zealand tell us about ourselves.   At
last I also understood the until now unfathomable relationship between
Diego and Frida which could only have been a product of the culture
they came from and the times they lived through.   I have never been a
believer  in  'Generalisability  Theories'  when  they  are  used  to  explain
complex human behaviours or behaviours of another era, as I believe that
the social and cultural milieu produce behaviours and feelings that are
specific to that background.   Before my visit to Mexico my inability to
comprehend  the  raisonne  d'etre behind  Frida  and  Diego  and  their
artwork was due to most of the information I had about them having

come  from Non-Mexican  Writers,  Film and  Television  Directors  and
Feminist Literature.   Although those sources had some literary, historical
and artistic  merit,  from a  European and North  American  perspective,
they did not allow me to appreciate the purely Mexican influences which
uniquely  formed Diego and Frida.
   
When I returned from Mexico City I not only had deeper insight into the
difficulty  of  comprehending  other  cultures,  but  also  an  ambition  to
express my thoughts from a more 'Mexican' point of view and wrote a
short,  illustrated biography of Diego and his work. In order to solidify
my thoughts about Frida I painted a portrait showing her  as she was, and
with  Salma Hayak's  portrayal  of  her  in  the  film  Frida,  attempting  to
contrast her reality with the celluloid  Frida that had been created, mainly
for a non-Mexican audience.   Finally I painted Frida and Diego together
with their ever present companion, Death, and although I have never felt
the painting was 'finished' as a painting, felt at last that I got as near to an
understanding  of Frida, Diego and Mexican culture as I ever would and
which would never  have happened without  my stay in  the 'Palace  of
Pleasures' and the outings with the 'Pleasure Palace-ites' and an Iranian
Gentleman. (see the paintings below)

Sadly I never saw my Iranian friend again, as my almost finalised visit
to Iran, as a guest of the Iranian Health Ministry, was saboutaged by my
employer, who was worried that my high level contacts with Iran would
jeopardise  his  attempts  to  make  a  pile  of  money  by  offering  Post
Graduate Medical Education to Saudi Arabians.  I regret I never saw my
Iranian friend  again, and mail contact does not seem to work with Iran,
so I don't know what happened to him, but will always remember my
outings in Mexico with my humorous, polite and good natured  friend,
who believed that Diego Rivera must have gone to Iran to be able to
paint real people – a view that meant Diego was a master.

http://wealthalls.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/rivera.pdf#page=1



