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FRIDA KAHLO:  ART, GARDEN, LIFE   
AN EXHIBITION AT THE NEW YORK BOTANICAL GARDEN 

By Anthula Natsoulas, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

 Recently, MG Nancy Swanson and I visited the exhibition, “FRIDA KAHLO: Art, Garden, Life” 
(May 16 to Nov. 1) at the New York Botanical Garden (NYBG).  Frida Kahlo (1907-1954) was an 
artist and prominent part of intellectual life in Mexico during the years following the Mexican 
Revolution (ca 1910-1920).  She was married to the Mexican muralist Diego Rivera who was 
known for the large, often controversial, murals that he painted.  Kahlo died in 1954 at the age 
of 47, having spent the last 15 years of her life in her family home south of Mexico City.  There, 
in the “Casa Azul” (Blue House), named for the bright shade of blue in which it is painted, she 
designed her garden.  In the NYBG exhibition, the different plant species that would have been 
in this garden were displayed.   The supporting show of her artwork reflected the ways in which 
Kahlo expressed her love of the natural world through her interpretive paintings of flowers, fruits 
and vegetables.  
 
Originally, the garden at Casa 
Azul reflected the late 19th 
century tradition of roses, ferns 
and palms.  Slowly, Kahlo, along 
with Rivera, began to evolve the 
garden into a collection of desert 
and tropical plants to reflect the 
native plants of Mexico. When 
they constructed the garden, they 
built a pyramid as a symbol of the 
ancient pyramids of central 
Mexico.  In the NYBG exhibit, a 
structure to replicate this pyramid 
was constructed, painted in vivid 
colors and adorned with plants. 
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 A team of curators and researchers from the NYBG visited Mexico.  There they had the 
opportunity to study the Casa Azul, the archives, and the gardens as well as the local flora.  
These explorations resulted in the creation of the NYBG exhibit.  Tropical flowers and plants 
abound although familiar species are also there. 

               

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Canna, ‘The President’, is one of numerous 
cultivars of the genus Canna, native to tropical 
and sub-tropical regions of the New World.  It is a 
source for starch and is thus considered to be an 
agricultural plant. 

 

The common marigold is actually native to 
Mexico.  Its name in the Aztec language is 
cempoaxochitle that means “20 flowers.”  
In Mexico it is used in ceremonial rites 
and included as an offering to the dead on 
the Dia de los Muertos or Day of the 
Dead. 

The Swiss Cheese Plant (Monstera Deliciosa) is a 
tropical rain forest plant.  Its large leaves have holes 
in them, hence the name.  It bears a fruit that has a 
combined taste of banana, pineapple and mango. 
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And, of course, there were numerous cacti and succulents.  
 

 
The Organ Pipe Cactus,  Stenocereus thurberi,  native to 
Central Mexico, is often grown in rows to simulate a fence.  
 In the spring, the plant produces white flowers and spiny red 
or yellow fruits. 
 
 
 
    
 
The Echeveria ‘Perle von 
Nurnberg’ is part of a large 
genus of flowering plants in 
the Crassulaceae family, 
native to semi-desert areas of 
Central America. 
 

 
 
 

 
Parodia herteri is part of a family of flowering plants in the 
Cactus family.  Plants of the genus Parodia range in size 
from small to up to 3 feet tall, have deep, spiny ribs and 
produce a single flower near the crown. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Bird of Paradise, Strelitzia, is a beautiful 
tropical plant, native to South Africa and grown in 
many tropical and sub-tropical regions. 
 
 
 
These and many other plants have been on display.  The exhibit was truly impressive.  The 
plantings, their arrangements, and accompanying narratives provide a window through which to 
view the lives of Kahlo and Rivera against the backdrop of early twentieth century Mexico and to 
get a glimpse into the diversity of the country’s plant life.  

 
Photography by Anthula Natsoulas 
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PUTTING THE FALL GARDEN TO BED 
By Geneva Claire Hamilton, Master Gardener Intern 

 
 

    

 

  Winter is an etching, Spring a watercolor, 

      Summer an oil painting  

        and Autumn a mosaic of them all.   
 
Stanley Horowitz, poet 

 
 

The season of autumn means different things to people.  For some, it can be a wistful time 
marking the end of warm, light-filled days and lush garden flora.  For others, it is a celebratory 
season of harvest and gratitude for the bounty of Creation.  For many people, autumn brings a 
visual delight in the tapestry of rich colors that enrobe the landscape.  But for anyone with a 
garden, it also means some end-of-the-season chores.  By working with nature, those chores 
may be lessened to some degree.           
 
Spent flowering annuals can be pulled and, unless diseased, added to the compost pile.  While 
you may choose to trim some perennials, late-blooming flowers such as Echinacea, Rudbeckia, 
Helianthus, and Hyssopus can be left in the garden as their dried seed heads provide seeds for 
resident and migrating birds.  Fall wildflowers such as New England Aster should also be left as 
bees continue to visit them for pollen and nectar.   
  
For winter protection, tender flowering shrubs such as Hydrangea macrophylla (Bigleaf) and H. 
quercifolia (Oakleaf) should be loosely wrapped with burlap to help ensure flowering next year.  
Unlike other Hydrangeas, these species plus H. petiolaris (Climbing) and H. serrata (Mountain) 
bloom on old wood and should not be pruned.      
 
Although autumn leaves left on the ground may be considered unaesthetic, they add value to 
the environment.  Butterflies lay their eggs in leaf litter, and shredded dead leaves add 
nourishing and moisture-retentive mulch beneath shrubs, trees, and perennials.  Fallen acorns 
provide an important food source for wildlife such as deer, wild turkeys, and squirrels.                
 
Compost in piles or containers should be turned.  Freezing and thawing cycles will continue the 
process of decomposition throughout fall and winter.  When adding garden debris, follow a ratio 
of one part green (nitrogen) to three parts brown (carbon) to ensure a balanced and sweet 
smelling compost.  
 
Autumn is also a time to prepare for the needs of wildlife.  Empty and clean roosting boxes and 
bird feeders, filling the feeders with fresh bird seed.  Squirrels and birds such as Nuthatches, 
Tufted Titmice, and Woodpeckers enjoy peanuts in the shell.  Do not put out suet or suet cakes 
until freezing temperatures remain constant as soft suet can stick to the delicate beaks of birds.  
Maintain at least one water feature as many wildlife species may become dehydrated in cold, 
dry weather; birds also need a source of water to clean and groom their feathers.  Birdbaths 
should be kept clean and replenished with fresh water; an inexpensive heating element for 
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birdbaths will keep the water from freezing.  A few brush piles kept around your property will 
provide habitat and protection for wildlife.      
   
Lastly, take time to enjoy the season with sensory abandon:  Shuffle through fallen leaves and 
listen to the crunch or rake them into piles and let your children jump in.  ~~~  
 

Photograph courtesy of the author. 

 
 

FRUITS AND NUTS 
By Joyce Tomaselli CCEDC Community Horticulture Educator 

 
Wildlife in Dutchess County must be well fed this 
autumn. The wild apple and crabapple trees are weighed 
down with fruit which has been ripening for the past 
several weeks and dropping to the ground making easy 
pickings for deer and other mammals. (Yummy for dog 

walkers and their dogs too.)  Birds 
are enjoying lots of seeds and fruit 
from vines and shrubs. The harvest 
of hickory nuts, acorns and black 
walnuts was huge, and had 
squirrels and chipmunks really 
scurrying.  

I’ve been watching this activity all month, and musing on the amazing variety. Then last week 
driving to Pleasant Valley, I saw another favorite fruit, an Osage orange. My first encounter with 
this species was in the late 1970s: a very loud bang as the fruit hit the roof of my little Datsun in 

a restaurant parking lot! Since then, I’ve learned 
where not to park. 

Maclura pomifera, commonly called Osage orange, 
hedge apple, horse apple, monkey ball, bois d'arc, 
bodark, or bodock, is a deciduous tree or large 
shrub, typically growing to 25-50 feet.  

While native to Texas, the Osage orange is 
commonly used as a tree row windbreak in prairie 
states, which gives it one of its colloquial names, 
"hedge apple".  It was one of the primary trees used 
in President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's "Great 
Plains Shelterbelt" WPA project, which was launched 
in 1934 as an ambitious plan to modify weather and 
prevent soil erosion in the Great Plains states. The 
sharp-thorned trees were also planted as cattle-
deterring hedges before the introduction of barbed 
wire; it was described as “horse high, bull strong and 
pig tight”.   

The heavy, close-grained yellow-orange wood is 
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very dense and is prized for tool handles and fence posts because it withstands rot. Additionally, 
a yellow-orange dye can be extracted from the wood. The trees are unusual. They are 
dioecious, with male and female flowers on different plants. But what’s really cool are its fruit. 

There are three types of fruits: simple - fruit formed from 1 pistil; aggregate  - fruit formed by the 
development of a number of pistils from the same flower; and multiple  - a fruit formed by the 
development of a number of pistils often with accessory parts, the pistils being from a number of 
flowers. 

The Osage fruit, from a multiple fruit family, is roughly 
spherical, but bumpy, and 3–6 inches in diameter. It is 
filled with sticky white latex.  In fall, its color turns a 
bright yellow-green.  Despite the name "Osage orange," 
it is not closely related to the orange.  (A multiple fruit 
family means fruiting bodies formed from a cluster of 
fruiting flowers.  Each flower in the inflorescence 
produces a fruit, but these mature into a single mass in 
which each flower has produced a true fruit). Only the 
seed is edible by people but squirrels love the entire 
fruit.  

Although Osage oranges are commonly believed to repel insects, there is insufficient evidence 
to support this.  Research has shown that compounds extracted from the fruit, when 
concentrated, may repel insects.  However, the naturally occurring concentrations of these 
compounds in the fruit are far too low to make the fruit an effective insect repellent.  In 2004, the 
EPA insisted that a website selling Maclura pomifera fruits online remove any mention of their 
supposed pesticidal properties as false advertisements. 

 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

Sunday, November 8, 1:30 – 3:30, Union Presbyterian Church, 44 Balmville Rd, Newburgh, 
NY 12550, Mid-Hudson Orchid Society hosts Kim Fedderson of Fair Orchids. He will present his 
lecture “Growing the Vandaceous Alliance in the Northeast.” Admission is free.  
 

 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 

 Classification of Fruit Types 

 Brown Marmorated Skink Bug Fact Sheet 

 Ladybug, Ladybug, Fly Away from My Home 

 Narrow-Leaved Vervain 

 Osage Orange - Great Plains Nature Center 
 

 
 
 

http://www.botany.wisc.edu/courses/botany_400/Lab/LabWK03Fruitkey.html
http://nysipm.cornell.edu/factsheets/buildings/BMSB_FS.pdf
http://nysipm.cornell.edu/publications/ladybird/
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/prairie/plantx/nl_vervain.htm
http://www.gpnc.org/osage.htm
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PLANT ID QUIZ 
 

                                
 
Last month’s quiz: This native perennial, 
blooms in last July and mid-August. Only a 
few flowers bloom at the same time, 
beginning at the bottom and ending at the 
top of each raceme. It is Verbena simplex, 
narrowleaf vervain. 

 
This perennial has showy leaves and tiny little 
flowers. I’ve seen it more often in white. Do 
you know what it is?  

              
      
 
 
 

Happy 100th  Issue 

Dutchess Dirt 
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 Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 

Have any gardening questions? 
 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is closed for the season. Questions can be submitted 
through our website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening  Samples for identification or 
diagnosis can be submitted all year long.  There is a $15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture 
Diagnostic Lab page for more resources and information on our services. 
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Nancy 
Halas at nh26@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

