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Abstract 

The following article pairs John F. Kennedy and Frida Kahlo with the intent of probing identity issues. The 

upshot of this investigation also poses questions regarding gender and biography as well. While Kahlo, the 

renowned Mexican postcolonial artist and life-long Communist supporter may seem an unlikely bedfellow for 

Kennedy, the privileged Irish son who tried to dismantle Communism, I argue this coupling serves to place in 

relief issues about identity. Kahlo is a kind of political and gendered Other. In discussing this pairing, the 

following discussion relies on Chris Matthews’ core biography Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero and Hayden 

Herrera’s biographical studies of Frida Kalho, Frida: A Biography of Frida Kahlo and Frida Kahlo: The Paintings. 
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Introduction 

This year (2013) marks the 50th anniversary of the assassination of John F. Kennedy (1917-1963). 

The commemoration of this event is the driving force behind a plethora of new publications about 

his life, death, and identity and the re-emergence of classic investigations on the same subjects. 

Participating in the memorial celebrations, Rasnov’s annual film festival, 2013, invited Chris 

Matthews to speak on his Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero, which remains a core text on the 35th 

President. 

While past commemorative events on Kennedy have frequently discussed parallels between 

President Kennedy and Democratic President Lincoln, the following tribute to Kennedy will couple 

him with Frida Kahlo, a Mexican artist known to many as the wife of Diego Rivera, the infamous 

muralist who was commissioned by the Rochefellers, among other famous capitalists, to decorate 

U.S. public spaces. In particular, it will focus on Chris Matthews’ biography mentioned above and 

Hayden Herrera’s Frida: A Biography of Frida Kahlo and Frida Kahlo: The Paintings. Kennedy and 

Kahlo might seem like strange bedfellows, yet, this paper will argue that the President who tried to 

dismantle Communism is placed in relief by juxtaposing his life with that of the postcolonial and life-

long Communist supporter. Kahlo is a kind of political and gendered Other of this privileged son of a 

wealthy Irish patrician and former United States Ambassador to the United Kingdom. Together, their 

stories also highlight possible gender differences in biographical and life-writing. 

Before examining the details of the Kahlo - Kennedy parallel, it might be of benefit to review the 

“astonishing coincidences” between Lincoln and Kennedy which surfaced in the course of earlier 

commemorative efforts, as it offers an informative overview of the Kennedy presidency. Among the 

shared features of these Democratic Presidents, both elected exactly 100 years apart (1860 and 

1960, respectively), and slain on a Friday in the presence of their wives, were their concerns with 

Civil Rights. Certain similarities regarding their assassins and their successors also exist: John Wilkes 

Booth and Lee Harvey Oswald were Southerners, both of whom were murdered before their trial, 

but whereas Booth shot Lincoln in a theater and hid in a warehouse, Oswald did the reverse. Both 

presidents were succeeded by men named Johnson (Andrew b. 1808 and Lyndon b. 1908, 

respectively). 

When comparing Kahlo and Kennedy, one cannot help but be impressed by certain similarities of 

a more substantial nature. In spite of their opposite political persuasions, both the staunch 

Communist and the “Cold Warrior”, were sickly children who suffered, in the absence of maternal 
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comfort; both had near-death experiences early in life with long-lasting repercussions. Both wore a 

brace/corset for most of their lives and were subjected to multiple back operations which led to 

incapacitating pain and excessive drug consumption. But, perhaps most importantly for the ongoing 

study, which focuses not only on their lives, but also on life writing, is their representation as 

fragmented individuals who were characterized by loneliness and isolation, as well as charismatic 

gregariousness. Both were avid readers in need of followers and both showed surprising 

detachment. However, while Kahlo is said to be “torn” or “conflicted” (The Paintings 26), Kennedy, 

by contrast, is coolly “compartimentalized” (Mattews 26, 401). 

Chapter two of Chris Matthews’ acclaimed biography of Jack F. Kennedy is entitled “The Two 

Jacks”, a theme which structures his work on Kennedy, giving rise to the author’s subtitle: “Elusive 

Hero”. Matthews notes, “from an early age, there were two Jacks. He’d had to learn, from necessity, 

to separate his life into compartments… (25-26)”. The sides are variously described. One side 

entailed a sickly young boy/man, often bedridden, enduring recurring physical and psychological 

suffering which led to loneliness and a fear of death. Difficulties in diagnosing his recurring ailments - 

first thought to be leukemia, but later pinpointed as Addison’s disease - increased his anxiety. The 

other side of Jack entailed a gregarious, carefree demeanor, stemming from being raised in a 

privileged household. 

At the age of seven Frida, too, had early physical ailments which left scars. In particular, she 

suffered a misshapen right leg as a result of polio which led to cruel taunts from other children 

(Paintings 26), producing feelings of estrangement and loneliness. To cope with the situation, she 

developed an “imaginary” friend, an alter ego who was outgoing and assertive. This “friend” 

remained with her always, according to Herrera. It is this exotic, vibrant figure she would later 

imitate. 

The loneliness experienced by Kennedy and Frida was exacerbated by a lack of motherly warmth 

and comfort (Matthews 169, 400). Rose Kennedy, attempting to cope with nine children and a 

philandering husband, was absent much of the time - she was very active outside the home and took 

many trips abroad - deeply affecting Jack (Matthews 18). Unlike Kennedy, Kahlo literally lost her 

mother, but even before this, she felt her mother’s absence. Herrera quotes child psychiatrist Dr. 

Salomon Grimberg “who hypothesizes regarding Frida that, because her mother could not suckle her 

due to immediate pregnancy and because her mother fell ill soon after she was born, Frida never 

bonded with her” (The Paintings 20). As a result, Frida “could not fully separate from her mother, 

and she was plagued by an insatiable longing for connectedness” (The Paintings 20). In reality, Frida 

was put in the care of a “nana” or wetnurse who, in turn, was fired due to the discovery of her 

consumption of alcohol. 

Throughout their lives Jack and Frida would attempt to flee from loneliness, ‘to re-create 

connectedness’, “through reading, painting, writing, and surrounding themselves with friends both 

imaginary and real. Kennedy immersed himself in historical and mythic works of literature. He lived 

vicariously, through men of courage - especially Churchill - whom he wished to emulate” (Matthews 

108). 

Frida also read voraciously, books from her father’s library which was extensive and varied, as 

well as from other sources. Later both would also surround themselves with friends and have a 

string of liaisons (Matthews 106-7, Paintings 20). 

During their early education both became the “ringleader” of a group of merry pranksters at their 

elite schools. During Kennedy’s Choate School days, he, along with Lem Billings, a son of a 

Philadelphia physician, formed the “Muckers”. Together they were known as “Public Enemies 

Number One and Two on the Choate campus” (Matthews 21). Lem, according to Matthews, 

“counterbalanced the neglect” of Rose Kennedy. The Muckers, a group of 13 of Kennedy’s peers, 

were derisively named for the traditional jobs held by Irish immigrants during the horse-and-buggy 

days, namely, street cleaners or manure removers. Kennedy discovered charisma could attract 

others and overcome Irish prejudice at this early age. 
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Like JFK, Frida countered her loneliness by attracting followers; she became a “ringleader” of the 

Cachuchas, a group of seven boys and two girls, attending the National Preparatory School, a school 

which prided itself on enrolling “the cream of Mexico’s youth” (Paintings 30). The name Cachuchas 

was derived from the students’ caps. Among the targets of the pranksters was Diego Rivera, 

Mexico’s most famous mural painter who was commissioned in the 20s to decorate the walls of their 

school, as well as those of other public buildings throughout Mexico, as part of the indigenous 

emphasis after the revolution. Diego would later become Frida’s husband. 

Herrera notes that Frida “shared with her cuates (pals) a boyish, comradely loyalty that would 

characterize her friendships and even her loves, for the rest of her life” (Paintings 31). The above 

comment has resonance for Kennedy as well: throughout his life, he would repeatedly gather 

various groups of followers - first at Choate, then in the navy and finally in politics. The “Irish Mafia”, 

a number of loyal friends he knew from his early years, including Ken O’Donnell, Larry O’Brien, and 

David Powers and later Jack’s brother Bobby - who would also play the tough guy doing the work JFK 

couldn’t or wouldn’t - helped him succeed. Recognizing the need for a broad-base appeal in politics, 

Kennedy would later add Ted Sorenson, his speech writer and aid; Mark Dalton, his press secretary; 

and Dalton’s successor, Billy Sutton (Matthews 108). As long-term health issues continued to haunt 

both Kennedy and Frida, this compensatory pattern persisted. 
 

Transformative Experiences 

Both Kennedy and Frida would achieve temporary wholeness as a result of a traumatic, 

transformative experience which simultaneously further endangered their well-being. Kennedy’s 

occurred as part of his WWII experience when his navy PT boat was split in two by a Japanese 

destroyer. Frida’s involved a chance collision in which her bus was severed by a tram. According to 

Mathews, Kennedy’s experience enabled him to be the hero he had earlier only read about (41). 

Herrera argues that Frida’s accident and its aftermath forced her “to try to find wholeness by 

painting self-portraits in which she turns her body inside out…” (38). Interestingly, both experiences 

entailed physical repercussions. While Kennedy would subsequently try to mask his pain, to give the 

impression of health, Frida would call attention to hers. 

During WWII, Kennedy entered the service with much difficulty - he was refused several times 

due to his health problems. Being assigned the position of skipper of PT 109 with twelve “under his 

command” he would replay his Choate days, with a difference. His boat, which was directed to 

patrol the straits in the Solomon Islands, was sabotaged when an undetected Japanese destroyer hit 

it, shirring it in two and leaving him and his men to sink or swim in a remote Pacific location 

surrounded by islands full of the enemy. Kennedy’s leadership skills clicked in at this point: through 

extraordinary bravery, he managed to save the lives of all but two of his men. The enduring ordeal, 

which occurred over four days, necessitated that Kennedy swim for more than four hours, 

repeatedly, while hauling one of his severely burned crew members in his teeth. Although he swam 

out in the channel to hail other PT boats, none came. Finally, the team was rescued when a message 

he carved on a coconut was intercepted by a New Zealander. 

Upon returning from his PT 109 experience, Kennedy had not only malaria, but “chronic back 

disease of the lower lumbar” (Matthews 60). In June 1944 he endured the first of a long series of 

back surgeries. The operation left an eight-inch wound that never healed. Contemporary with this, 

was the premature death of his beloved and idealized older brother, Joe Sr., (1944) and his younger 

sister Kathleen, reinforcing his preoccupation with death (Matthews 110). While awaiting surgery, 

he was simultaneously awarded the Navy and Marine Medal for “extremely heroic conduct”. 

Ironically, the event which has often been blamed for exacerbating Kennedy’s poor health, also 

propelled him into the role of hero in more ways than one. Being bedridden would provide a catalyst 

for the writing and publication of a work about his experience, which, in turn, helped him enter a 

successful career in politics. According to Matthews, Kennedy’s PT 109 experience brought the “two 

Jacks” into temporary alignment. 
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The traumatic and formative accident in Frida’s early adulthood that molded her character, 

profession, and the future, also forced an alignment among her fractured parts, according to 

Herrera. Medical documentation indicated that the tram’s “steel rod had entered a hip and come 

out through her vagina” (Herrera 35) which explains why she had difficulty carrying a baby to term. 

This accident caused three breaks in her spinal column; a fractured pelvis, collarbone, and two ribs; a 

broken right leg and foot; and a dislocated left shoulder. Chronic back pain plagued her throughout 

her life as a result of this. Later, she was also recognized as having suffered from spinal bifida, a 

congenital malformation of the lower spine (The Paintings 36). Kennedy’s eight-inch wound that 

never healed, echoed details of Kahlo’s story of repeated back surgeries. 

Herrera tells us, “The accident and its painful aftermath [as said before] made Frida into an artist” 

(The Paintings 38). A mirror was installed above her bed so she could see herself, the subject of 

many of her pictures: “In her paintings Frida is, like an accident victim, passive and immobilized but 

when she set about painting that passive image, she was driven by an amazing force of will” (The 

Paintings 38). 

Matthews’ makes a similar comment about Kennedy when he notes that only through a 

courageous and “extraordinary force of will” did Jack achieve the “shining image” full of “vitality” for 

which he was so often remembered. “Jack loved courage, hated war; that conflict would define his 

love of Churchill and would define how he viewed himself” (Matthews 39). 

After successfully ascending the political ladder, Kennedy suffered so much back pain that he 

elected to have a dangerous back operation which was complicated by his Addison’s disease and the 

steroids he took for it. He was bedridden, again - this time for at least six months - during which time 

he took up oil painting (Matthews 190), but then turned to writing. Working “upside down on a 

board suspended above him” (Matthews 191), he, a little like Frida, penned his Pulitzer Prize-

winning book Profiles in Courage, a work which highlighted the important, but “highly unpopular” 

decisions of eight U. S. Senators: “...the whole concept of the really gutsy decisions made by men 

with seats in the Senate fascinated him” (Matthews 191). Kennedy wrote the opening and 

concluding chapters and controlled the overall output, but Ted Sorenson, his aid, wrote many of the 

middle chapters (Matthews 191). 

Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage, like Kahlo’s visual art, was recognized as a significant emotional 

experience. According to political columnist and personal friend, Joseph Alsop, “Something very 

important happened inside him, I think, when he had that illness, because he came out of it a very 

much more serious fellow than he was prior to it. He had gone through the valley of the shadow of 

death, and he had displayed immense courage, which he’d always had” (Matthews 193). 

 

Compartimentalized vs. Conflicted 

Although many uncanny parallels exist between the fragmented profiles of Kennedy and Kahlo, 

the two are, in the end, more fundamentally opposite than alike. Whereas Kennedy hid his pain, his 

corset, his crutches - indeed, successful politics demanded it - and tightly controlled his fractured 

identity, Frida seems to have externalized it or tried to exorcize it. Matthews uses the word 

“compartimentalization” to sum up Kennedy’s way of handling his life. Herrera, on the other hand, 

sees Kahlo as “torn” and full of “tension” (The Paintings 4). While both biographers present specific 

evidence to support their choice of terms, questions arise regarding this difference. Are 

“compartimentalization” and “conflict” innate to the individuals and/or are they aligned to different 

expectations about gender issues and/or to the biographical genre? Before investigating the 

expectations, let us explore some evidence used by the respective biographers to justify their claims. 

According to Matthews, Jack, out of necessity, “continued to keep tight the compartments of his 

life. Like the ship’s captain he still was, he knew he couldn’t sink if he kept each of them strongly 

secure from the other” (106). Such a separation had also a positive side we are told; it offered 

Kennedy a type of freedom, “Being able to enter each world without the baggage from the other 

gave him the breezy, debonair life he wanted” (Matthews 107). 
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Two traits which contributed to the clear divisions Kennedy maintained entailed his rigid 

demarcation of inner and outer social circles and his ability to target core problems and, 

subsequently, resolve them. The demarcated line drawn between Kennedy’s social relationships 

often led to what Matthews has shown to be a cold, detached side of his personality. Frequently, 

this was hidden from sight, until the line was crossed. The “Irish Mafia”, who surrounded Jack, were 

part of Kennedy’s inner circle, other followers discovered, often unhappily, the limits of their 

relationship with Kennedy and his penchant for rigidly compartimentalizing. According to Mary 

Davis, his secretary, he had many “associations” although not many “close personal friendships” 

(Matthews 107). 

One example of this involved his devoted secretary, Mary Davis, herself. In spite of her long 

service and excellent performance, Kennedy refused to pay her or those under her management the 

going wage; he would let her leave without much disturbance. Matthew’s description of this episode 

puts Kennedy in a less than favorable light. It shows not only his disrespect for women, but his cold 

disregard for the long devotion of many members of his staff. He seemed to keep office personal at 

a distance. Mary was just one among many who felt hurt by him. 

Ted Sorenson, who worked side-by-side with Kennedy for years and “collaborated” with him on 

his Pultizer prize-winning book, also noted Kennedy’s ability to separate and demarcate (Matthews 

107). In spite of working closely with Kennedy, Ted said, upon his death, “I do not remember 

everything about him, because I never knew everything about him. No one did. Different parts of his 

life, work, and thoughts were seen by many people - but no one saw it all” (Matthews 159). 

Charlie Bartlett, a journalist and long-time friend, illuminated the other aspect of Kennedy’s 

character which contributed to his ability to compartimentalize, “When you discussed anything with 

him, politics mostly, he’d go right to the bottom. He had a wonderful way of separating all the crap 

from the key issue…” (Matthews 160). This dispassionate analysis, as mentioned above, gave him a 

certain independence. Matthews presents numerous examples of this on the political front. While 

Kennedy had early political defeats - the deception he suffered at the hands of the military and the 

whipping he received from Khrushchev - he always seems to have learned from his defeats and 

settled the score without suffering inner conflicts. 

But Kennedy’s ability to demarcate also depended greatly on a core of loyal “brothers”. The “Irish 

Mafia” proved indispensible to him, as did Bobby, a type of alter ego who expressed the anger 

Kennedy often preferred not to exhibit. And although Kennedy separated his political views from 

those of his father’s, he often relied on the clout exerted by his father’s money and fame. Kennedy 

was never betrayed by his protective coterie. This would enable him to maintain a sense of control. 

By contrast, Herrera speaks of Frida’s “schismatic” interior, “turn[ing] her body inside out”; “she 

painted her body as subject for the artist’s scrutiny, the female in the passive role of pretty object, 

victim of pain, or participant in nature’s cycles” (The Paintings 136-7). According to Frida’s 

biographer, “visualizations of her damaged body act as a metaphor for the fragmented or 

disintegrating Self, reflecting profound human concerns that… address wide-ranging ontological 

issues” (Frida 254). 

However, there is further fragmentation in her works. In contrast to the damaged body, the face 

“is regal, self-willed, almost androgynous… and gave her features a somewhat steely cast” (The 

Paintings 136-7). Herrera also notes a series of paintings in which doubles are locked together by the 

frame or by other devices (The Paintings 10). This is apparent in “Tree of Hope” which depicts a 

female-wounded body next to a dispassionate female observer in Tehuana attire, an embodiment of 

indigenous female strength. (The Tehuana dress is the apparel worn by one of the matriarchal tribes 

in Mexico [Baddeley 12]). Another painting of doubles is “The Two Fridas” in which look-alike figures 

of Frida sit side-by-side. In explaining this picture in her diary, Frida makes reference to her 

imaginary friend conjured when she had polio. Although Frida “tried” to gain wholeness through her 

paintings, she never seemed to achieve this (The Paintings 29). 

In her real life, Frida countered her insecurities [and pain] by becoming “first a tomboy” and later 

an exotic personality who resembled her “friend”, as said before. But even though she became 
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extroverted, she never lost the sick child’s awareness of the distance between her inner and outer 

worlds” (Frida 28-29). 

If Kennedy assesses and extracts himself from painful relationships, Kahlo does not. She replays 

them, seemingly unable to resolve conflict. Although she may not have had Kennedy’s acute skill of 

problem solving, she did seek out new relationships in order to cope with Diego’s many sexual 

betrayals, most notably his affair with her sister. Kahlo’s lovers, among whom were numbered the 

most famous personalities of the 20th-century, male and females, never seemed totally satisfying, 

however. Perhaps, in part, because her motive was revenge. Even her famous affair with Trotsky was 

initiated by a need to “get back” at Diego. She could not detach herself from him, for while he 

offered her pain, he also offered something positive. 

As is apparent from the above, Kahlo did not have the buffers or protectorate Kennedy had. 

Although Kahlo’s father circulated, for a time, among the elite social circles as the official 

photographer for the Mexican government, he was not of the stature of Joseph Kennedy. Nor did he 

possess the strength of character or confidence of Kennedy. His fits of epilepsy also proved 

problematic. While Diego and Cristina, Frida’s sister, remained with Frida throughout her life, 

occupying the role played by the “Irish Mafia” in Kennedy’s, they proved unreliable. Kahlo did and 

did not accept Diego’s affairs. Diego, who was much older than Frida and considered the greater 

artist (during her lifetime), had the upper hand and an insatiable appetite for women. Although Frida 

knew what to expect and initially thought she could accept his “loyalty”, without sexual fidelity, she 

could not, especially when Diego bedded her sister. 

Herrera quotes both Kahlo’s husband, Diego Rivera, and before that, Kahlo’s first serious 

boyfriend, Alexandrajo Gomez Arias, to substantiate her point about Frida’s ongoing conflict. The 

latter once said, Frida “was so contradictory and multiple that you could say there were many Fridas. 

Maybe none the one she wanted to be”(“Un Testimonio Sobre Frida Kalho” qtd. in Paintings 136). 

 

Differences in Biographical Emphasis 

Matthews and Herrera’s biographical studies differ in the way each is framed. Kahlo’s seems a 

much more interiorized study of a relationship between an artist and her spouse, who also 

happened to be a more famous artist. Private and public are intermixed. Kennedy’s, on the other 

hand, focuses attention more on same-sex relationships and his public life. While there are good 

reasons for these choices, one wonders if the biographers’ analyses were determined, in part, by 

gender assumptions. Clearly compartimentalization suggests control, an attribute traditionally linked 

to men. While Matthews includes anecdotes of Kennedy in which he is not able to 

compartimentalize - many of which have to do with his personal or domestic life - these are rare and 

moreover truncated almost prematurely. In spite of the fact that Kennedy and Kahlo’s identities 

reflect different personalities and cultures, one wonders if the profile of Kennedy would have 

changed slightly if Matthew had included a little more about the domestic life of Kennedy. 

One example when compartimentalization fails to work for Kennedy is provided by Charlie 

Bartlett, a life-long friend. During Kennedy’s recovery from back surgery in June of 1944, Charlie 

relates what he calls a “singular incident” at a Palm Beach party: “All he [Kennedy] felt was cynicism 

- everybody dancing, the lights, the women. It was the only time I ever saw him reacting like a real 

soldier. It was the rapidity of his move from the Pacific to Palm Beach, the juxtaposition” (60-61). 

Kennedy apparently could not bear such frivolity in the face of the sacrifice he had experienced, 

either personally and/or vicariously. 

Another example included in “Elusive Hero” regards the death of Jack and Jackie’s son Patrick, 

which occurred soon after the child’s birth (Matthews 388). Kennedy could not keep Patrick’s death 

off his mind, which Matthews shows but truncates by a reference to the mysteries of religion. 

Matthews says, “It’s always difficult to penetrate another person’s religious beliefs… When it came 

to family and loss, his [Jack’s] faith regularly showed itself” (388). Jack’s reaction, in any case, 

diverged enormously from the compartimentalization he showed when Jackie was hospitalized and 

miscarried in 1956. During that earlier event, Jack cavalierly left for Europe with his buddies 
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immediately after his success at the Chicago Democratic Convention, in spite of Jackie’s eminent 

delivery. Apparently, he saw no reason to return immediately after the miscarriage, since the child 

was dead (Matthews 212). Bobby, as so often, came to the rescue. 

Still another “rare” moment in Matthews’ biography is when Jack displays “jealousy”. This occurs 

during a visit Jackie makes to Onassis, the charming Greek tycoon she will eventually marry after 

Kennedy’s assassination. In spite of Kennedy’s warning against the meeting, Jackie goes off with her 

younger sister Lee - the one actually interested in Onassis at that time - to spend time on his yacht. 

Kennedy is clearly uneasy. However, Matthews circumvents further uneasiness by following up the 

incident with a discussion of a passionate love letter Jackie wrote to her husband while on the 

Onassis’ yacht. Such closure seems unsatisfying and unwarranted. Had Matthew’s followed the 

thread a little further and tried to account for such a puzzling letter, the biographer might have 

alluded to Jack’s dependence on Jackie if not sexually, emotionally. His characterization of Jackie 

seemed to further close down the discussion. 

Readers are told, she shared Jack’s detachment and “elusiveness”. She too was charismatic but 

cool (Matthews 169, 402). They were both superb “actors” who worked a crowd like few power 

couples. In the biographer’s view, this was one factor that kept them together. Matthew suggests 

Jackie’s father, Jack Bouvier, who also was more than a decade older than her mother and a 

womanizer, prepared Jackie for Jack’s compulsive affairs. She had, in effect, stoically accepted her 

lot (Matthews 160-1). This characterization goes against many others of her, for example Mrs. 

Kennedy by Barbara Leaming which was published in 2001. 

Turning to Kahlo’s life, we find public and private are more intricately interconnected in a way in 

which they are not in Kennedy’s. The fact that her spouse was also a renowned artist, tends to foster 

this intermixture. 

When Diego and Cristina betrayed Frida, which the “Irish Mafia” never did, or dared to do, she 

felt she had no reliable fallback except her “imaginary” friend, first conjured after her bout with 

polio. This was an alter ego “within”. This may have resulted in a kind of schizophrenia depicted in 

the fictional biography of Kahlo written by Barbara Mujica, a Georgetown professor and author 

twice nominated for the Pushcart Prize. Granted Kennedy did feel betrayal at the hands of the 

military during his early years as president, but he soon remedied that situation with the help of 

those closer to him, including Bobby. 

 

Conclusion 

Pairing Kennedy and Kahlo enables one to have a more rounded view of the identity of the 35th 

president of the United States by showcasing more clearly Chris Matthews’ strengths and gaps - or 

better said, the potential sites for further research. It also flushes out questions regarding the larger 

issues of life writing and gender. While Kennedy, as depicted by Matthews, seems more removed 

from conflict that Kahlo, the former never fully achieves wholeness in “Elusive Hero”, as the subtitle 

makes clear. 

Difference in gender expectations, in general, and as they affect commercial biography 

specifically may indeed have a bearing on the identity profiles of Kennedy and Kahlo and others. 

Even as far back as the first wave of feminism, insights emerged regarding differences in gender and 

borders of Self, i.e. men, in general, have more clearly demarcated borders of Self than females due 

to differences in psychological development (i.e., Helen Chodorow). In a different vein, the 

differences shown in Kennedy and Kahlo’s lives may also have to do with gender and conventions of 

life studies. As Oriana Baddeley discussed in a comparison of Kahlo and Van Gogh, women’s personal 

lives overshadow their professional ones, whereas this is not the case with men. Anne Beer, a 

successful academic and commercial biographer, also investigates gender differences in life studies. 

She argues that the relationships among authors, subjects and audiences vary depending on 

whether one is dealing with a female or a male. Women’s biographies generate a closer bond 

between their subject and audience, she argues. Deciding which of the considerations above offer 
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the better insight or, if all play a role, is extremely complex but it is also critically important to future 

scholarship. 
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