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Through complex cultural processes that took owerdenturies to play out,

La Mulata de Cérdoba, with a tenuous basis in amaadistorical figure or amalgam of figures,
has earned iconic status in contemporary Mexickloi@. La Mulata has captivated the popular
imagination and the interest of scholars of literatand history, as well as inspired artists and
composers for at least two centuries. Luis Martikezales writes that “‘La Mulata de Cordoba’
is the Mexican legend that has had the most presenaur literature. Its story, like the beauty
that is attributed to the character, has seducedhe span of the nineteenth and twentieth-
centuries, more than one Mexican writér.”

Appealing to rich and poor alike, hers is not synpaltale about a clever and defiant
mulata,a woman of Spanish and African ancestry who stadtieintersection of colonialism
and modern nationhood and defied the old world pswleat sought to contain her. Indeed, she
is extraordinary not only for her trajectory, whichin be traced back to the nation-building era of
nineteenth century Mexico, but also for the role slontinues to play in Mexico’s cultural
framing as anestizanation today.

While the earliest written accounts of La Mulata@i&rdoba were published in the early
nineteenth century, these texts place her as hdivieg in the seventeenth century. Lacking any
seventeenth-century historical evidence of her acaxistence, a few questions beg to be
answered: how did an alleged seventeenth-centguydicapture the imagination of nineteenth-
century Mexicans? More importantly, what role distmulatafigure play in the development
of a contested national identity?
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La Mulata gained popularity because she servededioaw a vehicle for the aspirations of
a diverse Mexican population seeking to create & geciety. In particular, she became a
singular medium for the development and dissenonabtf Mexico’s national racial discourse,
playing a critical role in the complex processea ttame to define Mexican national identity as
“mestizo,” exclusive of blackness. Her status asudatawas a reminder of Mexico’s racial past,
distinct from a future that would be characteriigdthe inexorable move away from a multi-
racial identity to one that focused omestizaje Nineteenth century stories place La Mulata’s
blackness within a mystical space and time thagichily, had to be overcome or transcended in
order for Mexico to evolve into its modern self. Asscribed by Eva Allegra Raimon in her
book, The "Tragic Mulatta" Revisited: Race and Natiosaliin Nineteenth-Century Antislavery
Fiction, La Mulata is “a liminal figure ... well situated teveal writers'—and therefore the
culture’s—conflicted visions of national and radaiclusion and belonging.”

As one of the few Afro-Mexican figures to have p&ed for centuries, this liminal
figure between colonial and modern Mexico helpegrumote a “negation through omission of
the existence of many other cosmovisions in Mexicd, cosmovisions such as those of racially
mixed people, of the diverse first nations, of tieerse African and Asiatic culture$.”
Nineteenth-century Mexicans were more than comiidetappropriating La Mulata and thus
homogenizing blackness by reducing it to the pefieation of one mulata. Even as her story
recounted Mexico’s colonial black presence, it stidas much to isolate, or rarify, that presence
as to depict it. An example of this process of “negation througtission” is the curious fact of
her missing "name."

In none of the accounts is La Mulata de Cordoba etteibuted with a proper name.
Meanwhile, her moniker, which also functions asdeadf her African origin or ancestry, takes
the place of an actual name. While "mulata,” cleashlls attention to a distinct racial
background, it also reminded nineteenth-centuryesogs that Mexico's history of slavery, and
the black racial mixture that came with it, wasebafcontained in the distant past. There was
room, and indeed, the need for sucblack character, but she served a clear purpose. Through
an analysis of La Mulata, we can examine the o tace played in the “contested ideological
terrain of interraciality and nationhoo@.l.a Mulata's blackness, and blackness in genexgl, |
only in the discourse of this one character théormed to another efaAt the same time, by
using the term "Mulata" as a noun, Mexicans hawed that her blackness cannot be erased
from historical memory and one might even say tthmbugh her institutionalization and
popularization La Mulata has succeeded in defyittgngpts to contain blackness within
Mexico’s historical past or to simply erase blacdk&om Mexico’s national identity.
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The first critical step in the institutionalizingn@ eventual popularizing of this character
was the manner in which La Mulata migrated from théskirts, both geographically and
culturally, towards the center of a national lifedathe imagining of a Mexican identity. She is
said to have been “born” or to have originated drddoba, outside of Mexico City, yet she
eventually becomes strongly associated with thetalaphe cradle of federal government and
home to most of the nineteenth century’s prominssfiolars. Not only were Cdérdoba and
Mexico City connected geographically, via the Ragalhway, during the colonial period slave
uprisings in the former city created concern fothadties in the capital. Moreover, Cordoba is
where Mexican independence was declared, ushdrengdtion to a new era, while Mexico City
served as the center of national development asubdise.

The legend that has intrigued so many artists|létteials and audiences is the story of a
sixteenth- or seventeenth-century woman living @rddba, Veracruz, who is accused of being a
witch. Bridget Christine Arce writes, “legends, @traft, and myth: the hallmarks of what is
left of the African legacy in Mexico since emandipa.”® She is a mulata whose parents people
know little about, except that one of them was kladdaturally, the Inquisition has her arrested
for witchcraft. One day, she points to a charcaoalvihg of a ship she has made on the wall of
her cell and asks the jailer what detail he thisksissing from the drawing. He replies that it is
not missing anything because it is perfect, andrsopnly thing missing is for it to sail away. At
this point, La Mulata jumps onboard the ship anids saway, leaving the jailer dumbfounded.
Today, various versions continue to be refashidnam these primary details. Thgiccionario
geografico, historico, y biogréafico de los estadmsdos mexicanofl890) states that the story of
La Mulata is a memory of a character that is passeflom generation to generation and cannot
be confirmed’

What the different accounts of “La Mulata de Coralbbave in common is the authors’
conflicting attitudes towards this character. Shbath kind and spiteful.
She attends mass and is charitable at the saméhanshe is entangled in a relationship with the
devil; she is a victim of the Inquisition’s perséon and a victim of her own arrogance; she is a
woman to be admired and feared; to be desired epadrated. What they all agree on is her
remarkable beauty.

Perhaps the most interesting development of they sgahat the first written account by
José Bernardo Couto is quite distinct from whatis become today. The first written account of
La Mulata's legend appeared in 1837 in the newbased literary newspap€egl Mosaico
Mexicano with the title “Historia de un peso.” The samergt@ppears four years later in
Calendario de las sefioritas mejicanaso with the same titf€. Coutos’ version stands out as
the most singular of all the versions, in part lseaCouto’s female character, unlike in
subsequent versions, is never identified as a eubatt rather anHechicerg” which much like
her later title, stands in place of a real name.
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Couto’s story begins where subsequent literaryioess preferred to end. The story
begins with “a famou$echicerafrom Cordoba” already jailed in Mexico City, hagirbeen
arrested by the Inquisition for performing witcHtrd One day she asks her jailer what is
missing from, or lacking in, the ship that she beswvn on the wall with charcoal. He responds
that the ship only lacks the ability to sail. “Laehicera,” replies that if he wishes, it shall sail
which point she jumps “onto” the drawing of thegshiThe guard is left shocked when the ship
begins to sail away with the woman right before éy®s. According to Couto’s story, the
authorities lose all track of the woman, but a rampaickly circulates that she had sailed out of
her cell, across the Pacific Ocean and within aliewrs had landed on dry land. Couto reports
that Mexican demographers attempted to determimewereabouts, but failed. From here,
Couto’s story brings us to the present. At somentpthie “wizard from Cérdoba” returned to
Mexico to quietly take up residence in the capigdin. Couto writes that the woman was not in
the habit of performing sorcery, “nor is there dmgtorical or traditional news that she had
caused fright to any Christian, except the jaiférBut it is exactly for that reason that news has
now resurfaced about her. One day, she perfornididod harmless witchcraft in front of another
person who had @esoin hand and wondered out loud how many ownersad had. “La
Hechicera” answered, “it should not be difficult foe to guess, and better yet, make that same
peso tell it to us.” Then, with the wave of her tiarand the uttering of “cabalistic” words, the
pesojumped up speaking, and after being ordered tatsestory proceeded to tell the lengthy
tale of its so-called lifé® As the title of Couto’s story suggests, this iddad the story of peso,
as much as that of thbechicera The story ends when “La Hechicera” senses someone
approaching and, with a cautionary, “hush!” retutmespesoto its original form**

By the turn of the century, Couto would be recogdias one who “belonged to that
notable group of individuals who at the current +o@htury distinguished themselves through
their services to the homelantf."Born on December 29, 1803, Couto studied in Ogzab
Veracruz, approximately twenty kilometers from Gibd, before going to Mexico City to
continue his educatioff. At the age of 25, Couto began his political came Deputy of the
Veracruz legislature and a key participant in tlegatiations between Mexico and the United
States that fashioned the Treaty of Guadalupe Hiidat the end of the “US Interventiol.His
role in politics and literary circles brought himgontact with influential men, including Orozco
y Berra, with whom he collaborated on iecionario Universal(1853-1856), which contained
the appendix entry for “La Mulata de CérdoB&.”

In the appendix to his famous mid-nineteenth-cgniccionario Universal (1856),
Manuel Orozco y Berra included an entry for “Mulata Cordoba” which refers to her as an
“hechicera” who “could, at her desire, make strange shap@®smand the elements, and disturb
the laws established by naturé.Orozco y Berra suggests that the story might edan a
woman accused of witchcraft by the Inquisition e tsixteenth century who, through some
miraculous occurrence, managed to escape thefataadf the majority of the accused.

93

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



He also suggests that, more than a mere story,8%6,1La Mulata had entered Mexican
vernacular. People who wished to express the ibghitity of accomplishing or finishing
something would express that sentiment by statiregri‘ not the Mulata de Cérdob®”

At the time that théiccionario’s appendix was released in 1856, Couto’s version was
the only known published account of La Mulata’srgtoand his version did not carry the
racialized signifier. She was a witch, a mysteritieshicera but not a mulata. However,
Couto's collaboration with Orozco y Berra on tBeccionario indicates three possible
explanations for this subsequent racializationstfFi€Cordoba’s history of slavery and racial
mixture might have led people to conclude that tieehicera,who came from that region,
according to Couto, was of African racial mixtugecond, the hechicera became linked with a
mulata because of the tendency to associate woim&inican descent with witchcraft. Finally, it
could indicate that this character originated ialdradition and was fashioned after a real
woman, or amalgam of women, from the colonial pgerndose triumph against the inquisition
had become the subject of popular folklore.

Couto’s attempt to transform the protagonist fiomMMulatato la hechicerade Cérdoba
or simply, La Cordobesadid not influence literary tradition, which stubhty affirmed the
signifier of the character'swulatez Every nineteenth-century author to follow woul@ka that
detail a focal point of the story. In fact, today&aders will often find that in reproductions or
references to Couto’s seminal story, “Historia de peso,” modern editors have replaced
Couto’s "hechicera” with “La Mulata’—as if the aothhad all along intended to name his
character that way. For example, in his 1898 caatipih of Couto’s works, editor V. Agueros
added an explicit reference to her race in hisedditersion of “Historia de un peso.” Agleros
insert a line referring to “a famous hechiceranéala la mulata de CérdobZ™ It is an unusual
bit of literary editing, for an editor or publish&r feel entitled toe-namethe main character of
another author’s story. By 1898 there were alreaahous printed versions of the tale, most of
which, with the exception of Couto, named her aa Mulata.” In effect, La Mulata’s “magic”
turned out to be much more powerful than the mighthe author's pen. Like thpesoin
Couto’s story, “La Mulata” has been passed fronthauto author, pen to pen.

Manuel Ramirez Aparicio was the first author to stauct the character intoraulatain
1861, henceforth giving her persona and story éfindive current shape. Ramirez Aparicio’s
version ofLa Mulatais a tale featuring the lives of common peopled tor the instruction of
the urban elite. As a ‘prequel’ to Couto’s narratiRamirez Aparicio’s version not only firmly
affixes the title “La Mulata” to the protagonist dfis tale, but also emphasizes the locale of
Cérdoba and the significance of the area’s stadube periphery of ‘civilized,” modern Mexico.
Ramirez Aparicio’s tale is also emblematic of aftonthat later authors would grapple with.
The narrator laments that La Mulata does not erigtur own day to offer consolation and to
remedy people’s bodily and spiritual afflictioffs.
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Conversely, her powers belonged to a “superstitia@ra and, moreover, are clearly
identified with a semi-wild place. Cordoba, to isvn chagrin, still intimated wild, even
dangerous places—caves hidden in the hills, myatermulatas with magical powers, and it
stood in direct opposition of modernfy.La Mulata is both the protagonist who defies the
inquisition and the antagonist who is closely agged with and is a direct product of a barbaric
colonialism. Without quite ever naming it, Ramirsgaricio, and other authors to follow, hint at
Mexico’s struggle over the meaning of blackness igmglace in the fabric of its post-colonial
identity.

Ramirez Aparicio’s version begins in the mid-1800ih the narrator directly addressing
the readers, placing them in an urban scene, ashimgeader if s/he has ever been privy to
“...the amusing conversations of our poor people? éx@mple, between a café waiter and a
seamstress? It is a typical street scene—a young man wantotot a young woman and asks
her on a date. The seamstress does not agree tavitteaim because it is against the will of her
demanding aunt. The waiter insists. Still, shegefuand then he begins to think that it is because
she does not care for him, or worse, because dji@ fme meeting with someone else.

The waitress replies, “nothing like that, but...”

“Admit that you no longer love me!”

“Nothing like that, but...”

“But what!?”

“You expect me to do the impossible! You are anriment one! | do not make
miracles! Am | the Mulata de Cordob&?”

Now the narrator relates to the reader the stolynoethat popular phrase, “I am not the
Mulata de Cordoba!”

Ramirez Aparicio’s version provides a host of dstand nuances to the story of La
Mulata leading up to her imprisonment by the Ingais. The narrator presents her as an object
that had earned great curiosity and interest, oigatneven say she had earned a level of “fame”
among the ordinary folk, theueblg not only for her magic, but for the curative, asmhsoling
deeds she performed for her neighbors. She had d&eenally youthful in appearance, never
growing old. She lived in a cave in the wild, Cdoda hillside, area renown in colonial times as
a refuge for escaped slaves. The most superstiimangst the people swore that La Mulata had
contact with beings from a mysterious and superahtworld, with which she had
communication when she thought it best, discovettingugh them the secrets of the present and
those of the future. Moreover, she possessed tjifits made her sought after as a universal
remedy for the pains of the body and the afflicsiof the spiri®
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Everyone knew that to solicit her help, one onlgded to invoke her presence and she would
appear, offering her services to the petitionewadman could seek her services if she wanted to
assure her boyfriend’s fidelity, or a man could cglon her if he needed money to elevate his
status as a potential suitor. "It is well-knownlfet narrator adds, that she once had an
appointment in Cordoba and yet administered meelittha sick person in the capital (Mexico
City) at the exact same hotlrWith this phrase, “it is well-known,” Ramirez Ajpeio implies
that the story of La Mulata has been handed dowagh oral transmission, thus making it a tale
of the pueblo. At the same time, he affirms thatlevpart of oral tradition, La Mulata’s tale is
based on a historical figure. The narrator comm#rds there are few who have not heard the
story of La Mulata and adds, “one must agree teaekistence was a fact”

The narrator summarizes La Mulata's reputation dsaadkerchief for tears during the
most trying moments,” explaining that, “she wasskmort, a woman whom antiquity would have
placed among its goddesses, or at least, amongot venerated priestesses; she was a
‘medium,’” and of the most honored of the priviledkdt the spiritual school enjoyed in that era.”
29 However, the Inquisition puts a stop to La Mukiavaluable services to the people, which
in the narrator’s judgment, "was too sharp-sigrdad superlatively materialistic." The narrator
adds,

when such stupendous marvels reached its [theditigui's] ears, it smiled with disdain
and nailed the magician with a snake’s glance. Therised its hand with scorn,
determined to seize on its prey. She snuck off wi#lzying speed and traverses the sky
triumphantly; but her pursuer was already prepdoedhis catch: it spreads its steel net
in the air and...there was no escape, the Mulatatnapped in the mesi.

After she is jailed and fails, or refuses, to hee talents to escape, the pueblo who had once
extolled her gifts, begin to doubt La Mulata’s posven the end, La Mulata does save herself,
aiming “to trick her guardians and leave the enticeld dumbfounded® Here the story follows
Couto’s version of her magical nautical escape rieetoe very eyes of her jailer. Like Manuel
Orozco y Berra inDiccionario Universal (1856), Antonio Garcia Cubas, points out in
Diccionario geografico, historico, y biografico des estados unidos mexicands90) that the
sailing away on the boat, the famous question, tvidahis boat lacking?” and its reply “only
that it sail” are the lone characteristics that @flthe nineteenth-century versions have in
common®?

Ramirez Aparicio’s narrator ends the story with lihe: “since that moment, La Mulata
has disappeared forever"Readers are left to wonder if it was the vindietiess of the
Inquisition or the faithlessness of the people thelres that chased La Mulata away. Ramirez
Aparicio’s statement of the disappearance of Ladtéuis also a profound statement of Mexico’s
history.
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Ramirez Aparicio’s narrative does not permit itader to imagine that La Mulata could
ever exist anywhere but in the spaces of the histormagination. In juxtaposing the failed
tyranny of the Inquisition with the people’'s fadurto “keep faith” with their own
superstitiousness, the story suggests that botthesfe legacies of the past were, inevitably,
meant to be overcome. More importantly, thelatahas “disappeared forever.” Arce explains,

“Set sail.” This answer operates as the final idgret of the spell she has cast to escape,
as it is at this precise moment that the spell socomplete: theulatasails off into

the night, escaping her sentence, never to be hefaagain. This ending releases her
from her punishment, but also eliminates her presémm society”

Perhaps the note of affirmation at the equally iitaNe loss of La Mulata sounds for the loss of
blackness in the making of modern Mexican iderdadgywell. The commonplace phrase derived
from this tale, f am notLa Mulata de Cérdoba” is an ironic reflection betcertainty of that
loss, reinforcing the refusal to identify with bkaess. In Ramirez Aparicio’s story, no matter
how much one may regret its loss, no matter whasalation or anxiety it may have afforded in
the past, blackness has “disappeared forever” Waxican identity.

Forty-seven years after Couto and twenty-three syaftler Ramirez Aparicio, Vicente
Riva Palacio reintroduced La MulataTnadiciones y leyendas mexicar(a884)* Riva Palacio
followed much of the thread of his predecessor, iRegmAparicio, in “weaving” the story of La
Mulata, butformally he departed dramatically from previous versionsittéh in stanzas, Riva
Palacio’s version introduces La Mulata in verse:

More than two centuries ago there lived...

a beautiful damsel who carries

in her eyes the rays of the African sun

and with her bronze skin she is saying

that she is also of the white race.

No one ever knew her parents; but everyone

upon seeing her wavy hair,

the suppleness of her charming features,

and her undulating bosom and red lips,

La Mulata they call her, since they suspect

That she was daughter of [a] black woman and [ah&pd>°
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There is a strong suspicion that La Mulata is ahviThe town keeps a watchful eye for
some proof of their suspicion or for a reason to toer in to the authorities, but they have no
proof. The mayor, Martin de Ocafa, an older manh wiuch authority and good reputation,
does not want to believe, but also does not déstumors that she is a “wizard. The mayor,
unable to overcome his passion, confesses histéolza Mulata, but nothing can convince her or
inspire even a single smile of hope from her; niftsgcrying, nor promises. In addition to
labeling her as a “witch” and a “wizard,” Riva Ratarefers to her as “hechicera” who would
give the mayor no encouragement. He tries to fdnge, but the more he tries to hate her the
more he idolizes her. His passion for this womarsasstrong that he no longer recognizes
himself. He becomes convinced that the only satut@his condition is to denounce her to the
Santo Oficio. In a written document, he explains tamors that have been spread about town
and his terrible state (of passion for this wom#n)a Mulata hears the rumors around town and
one day sees that mobs carrying torches have gdthheithe central plaza. Men in horses head
out towards her home. The mayor shows up one miggthtone hundred men and surround La
Mulata’s house, asking her to surrender, but sles sgem coming, wraps herself in a white
cloak and goes outside where a tall man hiding &iinthe “wide wings of a sombrero,” wearing
a black cloak, waits with two horses. The two manimgmake their way past the men.

With confused buzz they fill the forest,

From the mountains awakening the echo,

Thus ardently chasing her

Without a fixed direction or clear path

Go Don Martin and one hundred who accompanyfiim.

At the moment when the men can see her cloak, whenthink they have caught her
and are close enough to touch her, a cloud of audtconfusion envelopes everything and she
disappears. The mayor can hear her mocking laughtére distance and that makes him even
more determined to capture her. Morning comeseénuhgle and the mayor finds himself alone
wondering whether he should return to Cérdoba atticoe to chase La Mulata through the
mountains. He decides to let his horse wander alvbeth suddenly he finds himself facing La
Mulata and the man in the black cloak, both of whawa sitting on a rock, side by side. La
Mulata apologizes to the mayor for having wastedtime looking for her, but adds that even if
he chases her for one year he will not catch hiee. @ntends that it would be best for him to
return to Cérdoba, which he obéYs.

Without telling the reader how, Riva Palacio memsiashat La Mulata is finally captured
and is put in a dungeon where no light ever eraacsfrom which no one ever escapes. Priests
claim that with persistence they can set her onitie path. In the meantime, the Inquisition has
decided to burn her at the stake. La Mulata remaah®. One night she enjoys a pleasant dream
of her home, Cérdoba.
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On another night a man comes to her cell. It iscthief Inquisitor himself, an old man, who has
been coming to her cell for ten straight days, raffg La Mulata freedom in exchange for her
companionship. He professes his love for her anesvio take her away where no one will know
her history or her name, and where they can ligetteer in a palace, for he is wealthy. La
Mulata replies, “I have already told you, sir, thaib not deserve so much dedication, nor should
a noble man hold refuge in his chest for one wincesher infancy, has been helpless and
poor.”! The Inquisitor insists that nothing matters exdeist love for her, but she cannot be
convinced. She does not want to deceive him wikbeféove, even at the cost of her freedom.
Angered by her rejection, the Inquisitor vows thla¢ will die. He is humiliated. As he begins to
walk away from her cell, La Mulata yells back te tbld man and says that if he answers one
guestion correctly perhaps she will resign hergetiim. Instantly, his demeanor changes and he
eagerly agrees. She asks, “do you see this boatepaivith charcoal and which appears to be
ready to depart? What is it lacking?” The man statethe ship and the more he stares at it the
more he thinks it is perfect. Eventually he answ&waly for it to sail,” to which she responds
“not even that, sir,” and with one leap La Mulatatds the ship and sails aw&yThe tale ends
with a note from the narrator, which states thatnynyears later, an old man in an insane asylum
spoke of a ship that sailed beneath Mexico carrgifgpautiful woman. This man, Riva Palacio
reveals, was the old Inquisitor. La Mulata was meneard from again, but “it is assumed that,
under control of the devil, she is moaning. Leaee &imong the flames readers!” the narrator
finally warns, seemingly relieved to finally be vfher®?

Through his portrayal of La Mulata, Riva Palaciegents an elaborate and captivating
portrayal of Cérdoba and Mexico’s anguished histofyracial mixture and its potential for
brewing powers capable of challenging the strustofeauthority of the state and the church, and
even patriarchy. His version of “La Mulata de Cdrdbcan be read as an attempt to wrestle
with the historical legacy of the city of Cérdobs @ key site for dealing with rebellious slaves
and cimarrones(runaway slaves), which he himself wrote abouhim historical masterpiece,
México a través de los sigld4884-1889), an ambitious history of Mexico coriaggtof five
volumes. More than half a century after his gratiifg former President and Independence
leader, Vicente Guerrero, officially abolished thstitution of slavery in 1829, Riva Palacio uses
the story of La Mulata to reenact familiar scenéscalonial authorities charging into the
mountains and through the jungles near Cérdobautt Howncimarrones* La Mulata lived
behind a “curtain of vegetation” in much the samaywhat cimarrones lived in the jungle.
Cérdoba, the home of La Mulata, is a “withdrawncpl&™ The specter of rebellious slaves, like
that of La Mulata herself, Riva Palacio seems tadmiring readers, is locked safely in the past.

Of the many authors who reproduced “La Mulata dedGba,” Luis Gonzéalez Obregon’s
(1865-1938) 1891 version is the one most referefgedubsequent writers. No single writer
contributed to the development of La Mulata as tional character more than Luis Gonzalez
Obregon. In addition to serving as a literary sahohistorian, and respected public figure,
Gonzalez Obregén plays an interesting role in iesednination of her story. It is his version of
La Mulata's tale that is most widely referencedaiod
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Gonzalez Obregdn’s version of the story is the fiossbe mostly set in Cérdoba, while
other authors only make reference to the locat®a background. In a sense, Cordoba is a lead
character itself in this tale. Gonzélez Obregonsysbegins with a description of agricultural
products that are grown in Cérdoba, primarily mangad coffee. More importantly, whereas
Riva Palacio forces readers to make the connebtitween Cérdoba and slavery on their own,
Gonzalez Obregon paints a vivid picture of the fling of Cordoba as a consequence of slavery,
from which La Mulata would have descended. “Cérdataa founded there in the first years of
the seventeenth century,” he writes, delving ih®region’s historical connection to slavery and
slave revolts:

In that era, rebellious slaves prowled around TatuPalmillas, Totolinga and
Tumbacarretas, putting the towns in continuous nalaas they assaulted
merchants, robbed passengers and were an obstadenimerce and the Royal
Hacienda by intercepting the road from Veracruthecapital, [Mexico Cityf®

To solve the problem, various prominent men fromnkighboring town of Huatusco asked the
Viceroy, Diego Fernandez de Cordoba, to be alloteeglstablish a town in that area. The town
was founded on April 25 of the year 1618 and wasethafter the Viceroy himself. “Cordoba,
after all, is full of historical memories,” the mator extols’’

Continuing his elaborately detailed history of tioen, Gonzalez Obregon then jumps
forward two centuries to praise the town’s roletle fight for independence. “It opposed
glorious resistance to the royalists,” he saysds also the place where Viceroy Juan O’Donoju
and Independence leader Agustin de lturbide sighedamousTratados de Cordohawhich
consummated independerf€eGonzalez Obregén seals the importance of Cérdshang, “for
its exuberant and virgin environment, for its amigand its historical memories, Cérdoba is
therefore a prominent and enchanting city®..” From here, the historical account takes an
interesting turn towards the fabulous. In additionts many virtues, the narrator underscores,
Cordoba is perhaps better known as the homelahd dfulata. “More than that,” he writes, “in
Cérdoba is where a most beautiful woman was barbjest of a popular traditiorr® Gonzélez
Obregon celebrates that “the fantastic legend oMutata de Cordoba has lived in the tradition
of the people...,” indicating that the character s@ation of the puebid}.

As in previous versions, though no one knew angtloihher origin, the people called her
La Mulata and believed her to be a witch who hadena pact with the devil who visited her
every night. In Gonzalez Obregoén's tale, people wassed her house at midnight swear that
they saw a sinister light come out through the ksan the windows and door, as if a powerful
fire devoured her bedroofi.As in Riva Palacio’s story, she bewitches all yoeng men who
pursue her, arguing over who loves her the most,stwe disregards them all. Her independence
makes her the target of a rumor that her heart rbaking to only one man: the lord of
darkness® Rumors quickly spread as well about her amazeadihg and mystical powers.
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Gonzélez Obregon directly quotes an entire passageRamirez Aparicio in which the
latter laments that la Mulata does not live in bore and comments that her virtues in another
era would have caused people to think of her asdaless® “How long did the fame of that
woman last, true prodigy of her era and admiratibfuture centuries? No one know¥.'She
was persecuted, the narrator laments.

Her fate follows the now familiar pattern: sheaken from Cordoba to Mexico City to be
tried by the Inquisition. The motivations of theyinsition, Gonzalez Obregon points out, are not
clear, nor clearly “just.” When she arrives in MaxiCity, one daring person maintains that she
is not a witch at all, and accuses the Inquisibbwanting to abscond with her fortune consisting
of ten large barrels full of gold. Another persmmenents that an unrequited love is the cause of
her troubles. Years pass and on the eve of her executionrimmred that "the bird," referring
to La Mulata, “had flown all the way to Manila” tating the vigilance of her jailers; that she had
walked out before the jailer's ey&s“What power did that woman have to mock the narrow
vigilance of the very respectable inquisitor gemid®,” asks the narrator. “Everyone ignored it
[La Mulata’s escape]. The strangest and most abeyplianations circulated throughout the
city.”* People would say, as they made the sign of thesan themselves, the devil himself had
walked in to take her away. Others speculatedttf@tnquisition had taken bribes and allowed
her to escape. “Some remembered thrétes open jailsand even some malicious ones said:
love conquers everythingnd that the priests of the Santo Oficio, as at®rtwere also just
human.®® In the face of all of these rumors, Gonzélez Obnegi@ims that he will reveal the
truth to the reader. The story recounts the famemespe: her jailer marvels at a drawing of a
ship that La Mulata has made on one of her cellswalvhat is this ship lacking?” she asks. He
answers that it is perfect and that it only ladkes ability to sail, at which point she says she can
change that, jumps onto the ship and sails awayjrg the jailer dumbfoundéd.Many years
later, a “poet,” the narrator adds, would writetthanan in an insane asylum spoke of a ship that
one night sailed under the city carrying a womanhigh arroganc& No doubt, Gonzélez
Obregon is referring to the poet, Riva Palacio.

Gonzalez Obregon makes a powerful connection betiree forces of evil: of the devil
and of the Inquisition. It was rumored that eitllee devil helped La Mulata escape, or the
Inquisition took bribes, and it mattered little whione it was because in the eyes of the people
they were both the same. However, Gonzalez Obrsgggests that he will tell the truth: that La
Mulata used her own powers to escape, proving tomtwe powerful than the Inquisition or the
devil himself.

In reference to Gonzalez Obregdn’s impact on Maxisociety, Carlos G. Pefia wrote
that “no one before him had understood among usHlis&ory, more than in the big events, was
found in the life, familiar and palpitating, of sthavents.®® In the late nineteenth century,
Gonzalez Obregdn found the popular story of La Nulzarticularly telling of those “familiar
and palpitating” events that gave meaning to Méesibtastory.
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He himself symbolizes Mexico’s national history.cdeding to Antonio Castro Leal, Gonzalez
Obregén did not believe that Mexico as a nationabegn the nineteenth century with
independence from Spain. He believed it beganenstkteenth century with the melding of the
races that would lead to Mexican mestizaje. Gozz&bregdén was certain that since the
sixteenth century there were “shouts of rebellionl andependence, and that in the life and
customs of the colonial centuries can be found cadkents of [Mexico's] psychology and
statements of [its] nationality’* By detailing the founding of Cérdoba, as opposetbcusing

on La Mulata’s last days in the Inquisition’s jaéll in Mexico City, Gonzalez Obregén made a
strong connection between colonialism and the natiom and between Coérdoba and Mexico
City. More importantly, by expanding on the role@brdoba and the history of slavery and of
racial mixture Gonzalez Obreg6n was, inadvertemtiguing for La Mulata's place, and the place
of blacks and of black rebellion in the making o&hlto’s history. While Gonzéalez Obregon
glorifies the founding of Cordoba by a handful angemen to put an end to the highway
robberies by runaway slaves, he also clearly poinis that Cérdoba is full of “historical
memories.®® It is the home of many great men, including atgtemd scholars. But, Gonzélez
Obregon points out, “more than that, in Cérdobacstnbeautiful woman was born, subject of a
popular tradition.®® In other words, the role of this “most beautifubman” in the historical
memory of Cordoba is just as important as the foumnaf the town itself. Whereas Ramirez
Aparicio juxtaposes Cordoba with Mexico City as ayvof placing the former on the fringes of
the modern nation, Gonzéalez Obregon places Cordoldaits history at the centerfFdr its
unspoiled and exuberant landscape, for its foundigin, and its historical memories, Cordoba,
then, is a charming and illustrious city®’”In Gonzalez Obregén’s version, Cérdoba and La
Mulata form a history that is integral to Mexicalentity.

In the last year of the nineteenth century, osedathor rewrotéa Mulata de Cérdoba
Originally published in late 1897 in Mexico CityteewspaperEl Imparcial, Heriberto Frias’s
version would have been more accessible to geaathénces. He begins his tale by mentioning
that according to Luis Gonzalez Obregon, Cordoba tha birth home of La Mulata. But here
Frias points out that while Gonzélez Obregon “makasMulata appear in Cérdoba,” other
authors, Ramirez Aparicio, in particular, point dlét it is in Mexico City where her exploits
were ascertaine¥.Like other authors before him, Frias states thatis certain is that she was
an “oracle for the superstitious people of her”ema, doubt referencing the pueblo. People
spoke of her having connections to supernaturalgsethat gave her insight to the present and
future. Others judged her for having direct contaith the devil himself, so much so that people
assumed they were lovers. At the same time, not wals she exceptionally beautiful, she
possessed “skills and abilities” that made peopéek her like a universal demigod for the pains
of the body and afflictions of the spirit” And it is these “gifts” that make her a suspicious
character. Frias then gives examples from Ramigariéio to show how she helped the poor.
Some people said that she lived in a cave, “witts@md bats,” while others speculated that she
was a boarder in a local house and was a devouiawdracause she was familiar with all sorts
of religious practice&' Then came the day when news of her “healing amdateis” reached the
Inquisition’s ears. They began to “survey and epersecute her’?
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La Mulata became aware of these actions againstberdid not flee. The chase ends
when the sheriff somehow captures her and putsnharcell”® Previous versions of the story
simply mention that La Mulata was one day captufsctording to Frias, it was because the
Inquisition spared no expense or manpower in tragkier down. Moreover, Frias adds that even
though the people feared her and her associatitntive devil, they were on her side: “Large
was the consternation that the apprehension of Latsl caused among the inhabitants of the
city, but no one dared murmur for fear of accompagyer, even though many had faith that,
making use of the powerful faculties she had, faome moment to the other, she would flee the
jail.”™* This version presents the strongest, or clea#tque of the conflict between the
Church and th@uebla Frias cleverly interweaves the perceived powéisaoMulata with the
pueblo’sfaith in miracles. Moreover, he makes the strohgesnection between La Mulata’s
powers and those of Catholic saints. He adds thiabbthat legend came a parable still in use.
When someone is asked to do the impossible, thay,r8 do not make miracles! What, am |
the Mulata de Cérdoba?” More than implying thatMalata did the impossible, this statement
implies that she made miracles, specifically. Akstin this tale is the Church’s monopoly over
miracles and the pueblo’s willingness to placdaith in the Church as equally as in a mulata.
This support and belief in a mulata is exactly wha#s encourages the reader to reject.

He ends his tale by making fun of the pueblo, éitnains as a memory of those good
times in which our ‘pueblo,” earnest and trustimdjndly believed in goblins, ghosts, and
phantoms.” Frias also adds that this is a “true myth,” legdime reader to ask if he means that
this myth about La Mulata really did happen ohi tale is genuinely a myth. But far from using
a melancholic tone, Frias celebrates the legehd dflulata as a symbol of the Inquisition’s real
disappearance (as a colonial institution), and e pueblo’s presumed move away from
superstitious beliefs. It becomes clear in Friagssion, more than in others, that the Mulata
could have only existed in the colonial era, aggh@as no room in a modern nation for
superstitious beliefs in mulata witch@s.

It is in the nineteenth century when La Mulata &ionalized through the persistent
retelling and rewriting of her story. By locatingrhin the colonial period, authors looked at the
past in order to comment on the present. Writguscifically, succeeded in nationalizing this
character by publishing her story in newspapersraagazines where they were more likely to
reach larger audiences. Moreover, these publicafiacilitated an exchange of sorts between the
elite and the lower classes in much the same watyttle character is said to have transcended
class lines herself. Publication of her story us#d oral tradition at the same time that oral
folklore sparked a desire in authors to integragte ds part of what would become national
literature.
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La Mulata entered Mexican consciousness as a sywibMexico’s racial trajectory,
though not as &exicanin her own right. She highlights black themes asrdegral part of
popular culture in nineteenth-century Mexico. Haamacter stands out éise mulata, both an
affirmation of a history of racial mixture as wel a testament to the idea that there were no
more blacks in Mexico. There was room but for oneam outstanding, exceptional blacksAt
the same time, this character reinforced José VYestas’'s twentieth-century notion that the less
desirable aspects of Mexico’s racially mixed peoptrild simply fade away. The permutations
of this character embody and reflect Mexico’s depeient of a racial national consciousness—a
shift away from a racially mixed colonial past todsan ideology of mestizaje, or racial mixture
indeed, but one that sought to erase the Africaseprce.
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