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ABSTRACT

Imaginings at the Judas Tree: The Pardon Tales of "Miss A1exico " details the life
story of Maria Teresa de Landa, winner of the "Miss Mexico" pageant in 1928. Landa
was to achieve yet greater notoriety when she was acquitted for the crime of killing her
bigamous husband in a sensational jury trial held November, 1929. Using Natalie Zemon
Davis's concept of the "pardon tale" as a window onto prevailing social mores, this study
examines contestations regarding the feminine ideal; specifically, debates regarding the
honor of "modem" women in 1920's Mexico City. The transitional nature of the legal
system is also investigated. Throughout these investigations are woven themes of gender,
modernity, tradition, law, and honor before the colorful and contentious backdrop of
revolutionary Mexico City.

7

The tolling of the midnight bell is a signal, but what does it mean? Get up, Laura, and follow me: come out
of your sleep, out of your bed, out of this strange house. What are you doing in this house? Without a
word, without fear she rose and reached for Eugenio's hand, but he eluded her with a sharp, sly smile and
drifted away. This is not all, you shall see---Murderer, he said, follow me, I will show you a new country,
but it is far away and we must hurry. No, said Laura, not unless you take my hand, no; and she clung first to
the stair rail, and then to the topmost branch of the Judas tree that bent down slowly and set her upon the
earth, and then to the rocky ledge of a cliff, and then to the jagged wave of a sea that was not water but a
desert of crumbling stone. Where are you taking me, she asked in wonder but without fear. To death, and it
is a long way off, and we must huny, said Eugenio. No, said Laura, not unless you take my hand. Then eat
these flowers, poor prisoner, said Eugenio in a voice of pity, take and eat: and from the Judas tree he
stripped the warm bleeding flowers, and held them to her lips. She saw that his hand was fleshless, a cluster
of small white petrified branches, and his eye sockets were without light, but she ate the flowers greedily for
they satisfied both hunger and thirst. Murderer! said Eugenio, and Cannibal! This is my body and my
blood. Laura cried No! and at the sound of her own voice, she awoke trembling, and was afraid to sleep
again.
--Katherine Anne Porter, "Flowering Judas"
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INTRODUCTION

During the fall of 1929, the editor of the Mexico City daily La Epoca repeatedly
visited Maria Teresa de Landa y Rios, "Miss Mexico" of 1928, in the dank, dark Belen
prison to record h~r life story, later entitled Confidencias de "Miss Mexico. " The
narrative traverses the major events of her young life, culminating in the shooting of her
bigamous husband and her subsequent internment while awaiting trial. She begins with
her birth and early childhood, and proceeds through her primary education in a convent,
adolescent transition to public secondary schooling; and subsequent enrollment in dental
school. She tells of her victory in the "Miss Mexico" beauty pageant and subsequent
journey to the United States to compete in the "International Pageant of Pulchritude" in
Galveston, Texas. The tale gradually builds tension through her description of her
courtship and brief marriage to revolutionary General Moises Vidal. This tension
culminated on August 25, 1929, when she learned from the daily newspaper that she and
her husband had been denounced as adulterers in a bigamy suit brought forward by
Vidal's wife and mother of his two young daughters, Teresa Herrej6n de Vidal. Landa,
highly agitated and distraught, promptly confronted her husband. He responded, "Don't
make such a big deal out ofthis." 1 Now desperate, she seized his gun, which lay upon the
table next to him. She first threatened suicide, but when he moved to disarm her, she
1

What he said, exactly, was never established. She contradicted herself several times on this point.
Furthermore, as she was the only living witness to provide testimony regarding the events immediately prior
to the killing, it is difficult to ascertain just what, exactly, occurred in those last few hours before the
shooting.
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turned the gun upon him, firing all six bullets before she collapsed, sobbing and
hysterical, before his crumpled body.
Her autobiography, as detailed in Confidencias de "Miss J\1exico ", ends while she
is still incarcerated and awaiting trial, yet her story continued. On December 1, 1929 she
was fully acquitted by jury trial.2 The jurors took less than an hour to decide that she had
acted in defense of her honor and that she subsequently deserved no formal punishment.
An estimated 400,000 persons listened to the trial as it was broadcast on the radio and
over loudspeakers placed around Mexico City. Widespread public sympathy for her is
suggested by the thousands who celebrated the news of her exoneration. The details and
implications of Maria Teresa de Landa's extraordinary journey through Mexico's
tumultuous revolutionary era follow.

****

The period ofrevolutionary reconstruction of Mexican society (1911-1938 3) was
characterized by the erratic yet resolute attempts of its denizens to wed the traditional
with the modem, to select the elements of each realm that best fit one's individual or
group identity and to anxiously force them together, terrified to lose the comfort and

2

Hers was one of the last criminal trials by jury before the practice was ended by the 1929 Penal
Code, promulgated December 15, 1929 by the revolutionary government. Trials by jury have since
occurred only in limited instances, primarily those involving crimes against the state. See Daniel E. Murray,
"The Mexican Criminal Jury", Arizona Law Review 7 ( 1965-1966): 71-86.
3

William H. Beezley, personal correspo'ndence, December 29, 2002.
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stability of the familiar or to lose out on the potential and hope proffered by the new. Alan

Knight describes this period as a time in which new legal, political, social, and cultural
practices coexisted, and even blended, with inherited traditions. In this sense" tradition
did not function as an impermeable obstacle to change. Rather, tradition was
"pragmatically and selectively invoked" in attempt to make change more "palatable" to
those who might be slow or reluctant to embrace new ideas, laws, mores, and
institutions. 4
Yet the initial result of such amalgamative efforts was a lack of a distinct cultural
hegemony, which left traditional barriers either in ruins, unguarded, or at best partially
secured. Hence, it was an opportune time for women to transgress traditional boundaries.
In general, as Lata Ma..~i obsen1es, "Women become emblematic of tradition, and the

reworking of tradition is largely conducted through debating the rights and status of
women in society."5 Discourse regarding the changing role of women in society occurred
in magazines, newspapers, and radio, on street corners, in classrooms, around family
dinner tables, in churches, in congress, and in art.6 The lives of women were indeed

4

Alan Knight, "Popular Culture and the Revolutionary State in Mexico, 1910-1940 11 Hispanic
American Historical Review 74:3 (1994): 398-399. See also Robert M. Buffington William E. French,
'The Culture of Modernity" in The Oxford History of Mexico eds. William Beezley and Michael Meyer,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).
5

Lata Mani, ..Contentious Traditions: The Debate on Sati in Colonial India" in Recasting Women
eds. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1989), 90.
6

For more about the discourse regarding women, 1850-1930, see: Shirlene Soto, Emergence of the
Modern Mexican Woman: Her participation in Revolution and Struggle for Equality, 1910-1940 (Denver:
Arden Press, Inc., 1990); Julia Tunon Pablos, Women in Mexico: A Past Unveiled (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1999); Jose Vasconcelos, Etica (Mexico: Ediciones Botas, 1939); Jose Maria Puig Casauranc,
De Nuestro Mexico Cosas Sociales y Aspectos Politicos (Mexico: Editorial Cultura, 1928); Aurelio de los
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changing. For example, ballads were sung to the soldadera--accompanied by a new
appreciation and glorification of women's military prowess and aggressive physicality.
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The first feminist Congresses of Mexico were held in Yucatan between 1915 and 1924.
Libertine female artists, such as Frida Kahlo, Nahui Olin; and Maria Izquierdo, received
considerable public attention8 • New fashion trends were adopted, such as short hair and
loose, comfortable clothing. 9 There existed a broadening consensus regarding the
importance of female education, 10 and greater numbers (albeit still few) numbers of
women moved into high positions in government and universities. 11 Women
experienced greater freedom of movement, both within and across the nation's borders. 12
Additionally, the 1917 Constitution offered some legal safeguards for women, most

Reyes, Cine y Sociedad en Mexico 1896-1939 vol. 2 (Mexico: Instituto de Investigaciones Esteticas
Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico, 1993); Carlos Monsivais, Mexican Postcards ed. and trans.
John Kraniauskas (London: Verso, 1997); Carl J. Mora, Mexican Cinema: Reflections ofa Society 18961980 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 5-27; Mary Kay Vaughan, The State, Education. and
Social Class in Mexico: 1880-1928 (De Kalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1982); Sylvia Marina
Arrom, The Women of Mexico City. 1790-1857 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1985); Francesca
Miller, Latin American Women and the Search for Social Justice (Hanover: University Press ofNew
England, 1991); Asw1ci6n Lavrin ed., Latin American Women (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978);
Stacie G. Widdifield, The Embodiment of the National in Late Nineteenth-Century Mexican Painting
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1996); Patrick Frank, Posada's Broadsheets (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1998), 158-159.
7
8

Soto, 45-46 and Tufion Pablos, 89-91.

Dawn Ades, Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989)

9

Tufion Pablos,100.

10

Vaughan, 204-205.

11

12

Soto, 142.
Ibid., 140.
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notably divorce by mutual consent, and the guarantee of some rights for working
women. 14
On the other hand, women continued to face obstacles rooted in traditional
conceptions of femininity. To begin, the Revolution failed to provide some of the most
rudimentary rights to wome~ such as suffrage. There were several reasons for this:
women were viewed as Catholic sympathizers, which rendered them politically anathema
to Revolutionary attempts to secularize the nation; women's rights were not considered a
primary focus of the Revolution; and international and national crises drew leaders'
attention from the issue of women's rights. 15 (Women would not vote in a presidential
election until 1958). Furthermore, women suffered the various abuses of war: rape,
pillage, kidnaping, loss of family members, disease, and poverty. Prostitution and nonwar rape continued to be highly prevalent, particularly within Mexico City, and an
estimated 70 percent of births were illegitimate. 16 Modesty continued to be highly
revered, and marriage was still deemed the most appropriate path for women. 17 Wives
were legally bound to perform the duties of caretaker of the home and children, and could

13

James Herget and Jorge Camil, An Introduction to the Mexican Legal System (Buffalo: William
S. Hein & Co., 1978), 39.
14
15

Soto, 140.

Ibid., 141.

16

17

Ibid., 101-102.
Tunos Pablos, 99.

only work outside the home with their husband's permission.
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13
La mala vida, or spousal

abuse against women, was a primary concern of feminists until well into the latter part of
the century19, and Landa was not the only woman who sought to resolve her marital
problems with a pistol. 20
While discourse and contention regarding the feminine ideal permeated the whole
of revolutionary society, such debate was most formally conducted in the courtroom.
According to David Garland,
The rituals of criminal justice-the court-room trial, the passing of sentence, the execution of
punishment-are, in effect, the formalized embodiment of the conscience collective. In doing
justice, and in prosecuting criminals, these procedures are also giving formal expression to the
feelings of the community-and by being expressed in this way those feelings are both strengthened
and gratified. 21

Landa' s trial, therefore, would reflect some of the primary questions and contentions of
social discourse regarding the transformation of women in Mexican society. In particular,
the trial would focus upon the question of whether an ostensibly "modem" woman such
as Marfa Teresa could lay claim to the traditional concept of female honor.
Attempts to answer this question were complicated by the fact that Mexico's
penal code had not been revised since 1884. The code generally failed to provide

18

19

This was still the case as late as 1978. See Herget and Camil, 38.
Tunos Pablos, 11 H 12, and Miller, 245.

20

Aurelio de Jos Reyes describes the acquittals by jury trial in other cases of women shooting their
husbands in l 920's Mexico in Cine y Sociedad en Mexico 1896-1924, 70-97.
21

Mark Osiel, Mass Atrocity, Collective Memorv, and the Law (New Brunswick: Transaction
Publishers, 1997), 24 .
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guidelines for how to judge offenses of family honor, much less how to deal with such
issues of an ostensibly "modem" woman from an "honorable" family shooting her
bigamist husband. And while Landa' s was not the only such case to occur during the
1920's, Mexico's civil legal system, which in effect does not operate on the basis of stare

decisis22 , or legal precedent, rendered these previous cases of marginal use to the jurors
and litigators.
In sum, for women it was a period of great uncertainty accompanied by
unprecedented opportunity. Maria Teresa de Landa negotiated the tortuous path of young
adulthood during this conflicted time. Landa's path would prove most remarkable
(though it was indeed remarkable in many respects) for the wide variety of portals she
was able to pass through. Seldom is there a time in which a woman is confronted
simultaneously by deeply entrenched patriarchy and such extraordinary freedom of
movement. Her freedom was in large part due to the culturally dynamic period in which
she found herself-with little consensus as to what constituted appropriate behavior for
females, a plucky woman found doors open to her that had been closed for centuries, and
some would be closed again in time.

****

The primary analytical framework employed in this paper is what Natalie Zemon

22

Herget and Camil, 77-78 .
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Davis terms "pardon tales," the stories that perpetrators, usually of homicide, constructed
in monarchical France to seek remission from punishment for their crimes. The pardon
tale is characterized by the description of the crime as an unforeseen event in which the
perpetrator acted either in surprised, passionate anger or in legitimate self-defense.

23

As

the narrator of a pardon tale attempts to construct an image of him or her self as "go9d",
as well as to provide an acceptable justification for homicide, the pardon tale functions as
a window into social and cultural mores. In this instance, the pardon tale illuminates
what was deemed appropriate and respectable behavior for Mexican women during the
revolutionary period, and under what circumstances deviation from such behavior was
permissible.
Additionally, the pardon tale underscores the fictional elements of the story,
which Davis defines as not, necessarily, those aspects of the story which are "feigned,"
but rather the "shaping choices of language, detail, and order [which] are needed to
present an account that seems to both the writer and reader true, real, meaningful, and/or
explanatory."24 Landa constructed a tragic tale that placed her wifely passion, devotion,
and innocence center stage, but also, interestingly, seamlessly incorporated her education,
her class status, her spiritedness, her ambition, and her will into her articulation of herself
as a "good" woman. In doing so, she not only provided a window into social mores but

also allows us to experience her story as a story. As Davis notes in her preface to The
23

Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in 161h Century
France (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 67.
24

Ibid., 3.
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Return of Martin Guerre, "Rarely does a historian find so perfect a narrative structure in

the events of the past or one with such dramatic popular appeal." 25 Simply put, this is a
story worth retelling.
Two of the pardon tales scripted in Landa' s defense are examined here: the first is
Landa's autobiography, Confidencias de "Miss Mexico," and the second is the one
constructed by Landa's defense lawyer, Jose Maria Lozano, during the trial. Both pardon
tales attempted to establish that she was "good"-which was largely conceived of in terms
of female honor, or pudor.

Sueann Caulfield translates pudor as "sexual virtue, sexual

decency, modesty, or shame."26 Yet this conception of female honor was being
challenged, and Landa's tales reflect some of the contradictions generated by these
challenges. Julian Pitt-Rivers notes that traditional male honor "depends upon individual
will and ambition." 27 Liberal rhetoric, however, held that both individual will and
ambition were the natural right of every individual--women included. 28 Yet women
behaving with either individual will or ambition challenged some of the basic precepts of
patriarchal ideals of female honor. For example, revolutionary Mexicans generally
agreed that it was important to educate their daughters as well as their sons. 29 Yet they
25

Natalie Zemon Davis, The Return of Martin Guerre (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1983.), vii.
26

Sueann Caulfield, In Defense of Honor (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 37.

27

Julian Pitt-Rivers, "Postscript: the place of grace in anthropology," in Honor and Grace in
Anthropology eds. Pitt-Rivers and J.G. Peristiany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 226.
28

?9

Soto, 8.

- Vaughan~ 204-205 .

,
17
did not agree as to the most appropriate way to do so. Could their daughters maintain
their honor while attending a secular, coeducational institution? Insofar as girls could
maintain their respectable status while walking to and from school and having frequent
contact with boys, a traditional indicator of honor--that there should be no unsupervised
contact between boys and girls--was undermined by a more "modern" concept of
acceptable female behavior. Therefore, although honor as a concept continued to be
highly salient for both sexes, the indicators of female honor were undergoing
transformation. Landa' s pardon tales provide us with some detail as to how these
indicators of honor were being debated and transformed.
Through the lens of the pardon tales we gain insight into the amalgamative
process that occurs at the intersection of modernity and tradition. At the heart of the story
of "Miss Mexico" was the struggle to reconcile the traditional with the modern, and this
struggle occurred on two levels. The first level was the individual; she herself embodied a
blending of traditional and modem feminine ideals. For example, her autobiography
reveals some of the ways she wedded the traditional with the modem in an attempt to
construct herself as a "respectable'' woman. The way in which she negotiated this
construction reflected her family's struggle to make sense of shifting middle class
attitudes toward women. During the trial, traditional indicators of honor, such as social

status, the ideal of female sexual purity, and family heritage, persisted largely
unquestioned. Yet traditional indicators ofloss of honor, or vergiienza (shame), such as
appearing provocatively clothed in public, attending a co-educational institution, and
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moving about the city without a chaperone, competed with an imported ideal of the
modern which held that these were perfectly acceptable behaviors. (The defense argued
for this acceptability by emphasizing the habits of women in such seemingly modern
places such as westem Europe, Cuba, and the United States.) Ultimately, the central
question of the trial involved determining whether a woman as "modern" as Landa could
lay claim to honor. As a crime of honor, it was thus conceived of as a question of self
defense. If Landa (and her family) possessed honor, she could reasonably have acted in
defense of it. If she (or her family) did not possess honor, then she had nothing to defend,
and therefore would be guilty of the crime of murder.
The second level in which the modern confronted the traditional was in the
conception of the law itself. The positivistic ideal of the modem civil court,30 to which
Mexican jurists aspired 31 (albeit to greater and lesser degrees, as we shall see}, sought to
firmly place all juridical practices under state control. The presence of honor within the
legal text of the Mexican state created a loophole from state control by permitting a
certain amount of autonomy among the citizenry to mete out justice on their own terms. 32

30

'"Thus state positivism .. .led to a state monopoly on iaw making. Revolutionary emphasis on the
strict separation of powers demanded that only specifically designated organs of the state be entitled to
make law." John Herny Merryman, The Civil Law Tradition 2"d edition (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1985), 22
31

See Helen L. Clagett and David M. Valderrama, A Revised Guide to the Law and Legal
Literature of Mexico (Washington: Library of Congress, 1973), 62-74; Herget and Camil,6-18~ 27-29,3336; Francisco Avalos, The Mexican Legal System (Buffalo, New York: William S. Hein & Co., Inc., 2000),
1-4.
32

European state and religious institutions have struggled for centuries to regulate the culture of
honor. For example, duels were condemned by the Council of Trent (1545-63).

19
While the state reserved the right to detennine the outcome of honor-based criminal
cases, it nonetheless formally acknowledged that persons sometimes had the right to
determine justice outside the boundaries of the state's penal system. For example, the
1884 penal code had provisions under which duels were permitted. 33 This fa not
characteristic of a fully "modernized" justice system. 34 Particularly in regards to crimes
of a domestic nature, the modern Mexican court incorporated the ancient, traditional,
informal justice system--the culture of honor-- into the modern, self-consciously liberal
and positivistic, formal justice system--the state.
The co-existence of informal and formal justice systems are characteristic of
societies in which the law is perceived as weak or ineffectual. In such societies,
t":1e state often has little power to command compliance with the law, and citizens have to create
their own system of order. The means for doing this is the rule of retaliation: If you cross me, I

will punish you. To maintain credible power of deten-ence, the individual must project a stance of
willingness to commit mayhem and to risk wounds or death for himself. Thus, he must constantly

be on guard against affronts that could be construed by others as disrespect. 35

33

Aniceto Villamar, C6digo Penal para el Distrito y Territorios Federales,
Edward Schuster, 1906), 266-272.

4th

ed. (Mexico City:

34

Julian Pitt-Rivers provides an example of modem legal, and corresponding social, attitudes
toward crimes of honor: "The obligation for men to avenge their sexual honour is what has varied, above
alJ, from the age in which vengeance is represented as a duty to that in which such acts of vengeance are not
only effectively punished by the law but regarded in sophisticated society as barbarous and atavistic."
Peristiany, 67. Charles K.B. Barton notes "Especially in contemporary Western societies, revenge is widely
thought of as being crazy, nasty, and unw01thy of the aspirations of truly civilized people, or of a civilized
society ... Remforced by stiff legal sanctions, our present public morality's condemnation of revenge seems
so powerful and complete that any admissions to feelings of revengefulness and resentment would be met
with distrust and disapproval." Getting Even: Revenge as a form of Justice (Chicago: Open Court, 1999),
xiv.
35

Ricbard E. Nisbett and Dov Cohen, Culture of Honor: The Psychology of Violence in the South
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, Inc., 1996), xv.

20
Therefore, the strength of the culture of honor during the Porfirian and revolutionary
periods suggests popular scepticism toward and distrust of formal law.
Additionally, during the Porfiriato and well into the revolutionary period, formal
justice was weakened and informal justice strengthened when lawmakers themselves
made provisions for the exoneration of those who committed crimes in defense of honor.
Mexican legislators justified tolerance for crimes of honor by arguing that sharp
restrictions on such crimes would not be well-received. For example, in commentary
attendant to a revision of the 1884 penal code in 1906 (which was never implemented), it
was argued that "the legislator should consider the duel as a special crime, and punish it
with special penalties as well, [which] are to a point benign, because if it is not so, they
will not be carried out. "36 In other words, legislators argued that law enforcement
officials would not obey the letter of any laws which stringently punished honor-related
crimes, and that therefore state efforts to curtail such crimes were essentially futile. What
remains unsaid is that legislators themselves refused to exert substantial pressure upon
law enforcement agencies to ensure that such laws were enforced. While the
effectiveness of state efforts to change the behavior of its citizens is certainly.open to
question, it remains clear that Mexican legislators were generally unwiliing to explore the
limits of their power to curtail crimes of honor.

This is not to say, however, that there existed a strong consensus of tolerance
toward honor-based crimes during the revolutionary period. Indeed, such crimes were

3

6vi11amar, 76.

21
among the most vociferously debated among jurists and lay persons. For example, the
question of whether a man could kill in defense of his honor was wrangled by jurists,
journalists, and the public in the newspaper El Universal, June 6, 1924. This dispute
erupted after the Procurador de Justicia for the Federal District published an opinion that
men should be permitted to kill their adulterous wives or lovers. The debate split along
modem-traditional lines. On the one _side were those who held that such acts of violence
were barbarous and uncivilized and, furthermore, that the conflicts which gave rise to
such acts of violence were best arbitrated by the state. The opposing camp maintained
that every male had the right to defend his home and property within the codes of conduct
implicit to time-honored traditions. Both jurists and lay persons made arguments for each
side. The debate's central conflict over formal and informal control of justice would not
be resolved until the December 15, 1929 revision of the 1884 penal code was
promulgated.
In short, two systems of justice were at work in Mexico; the formal and the

inforrnal, the modem and the traditional. This dual presence of the modem and the
traditional was particularly striking in Landa' s case, for there was simply no formal legal
provision under which a woman could kill her spouse in defense of her honor and be
exempt from punishment. In many ways, her acquittal represented a complete victory of

the informal legal system over the formal, and the story of how and why this came about
reveals interesting divisions among Mexican society; most notably differences between
the world views of Porfirian reactionaries and the Sonoran revolutionaries.

22
Both Landa as an individual and the court as an institution represented a
confluence of the traditional with the modem. Examination of the detail of these
confluences, which is echoed in the construction of the pardon tales, allows for some
propositions regarding the nature of law, modernity, class, gender, and h9nor in early
twentieth century Mexico.

****

The work is arranged chronologically and follows the narrative arc of her story.

By allowing her narrative a conspicuous place in the analysis; one can experience much
of the detail of her life and her mentality; we are given a rare view of what it was like to
be young, upper class, intelligent, and female during this time period. 37 Davis states that
pardon tales can be utilized to either reveal social attitudes and cultural norms or, as she
chose to, emphasize the fictional elements involved in crafting a narrative. As her range
of source material was much broader, she was more likely to be compelled to choose one
approach over the other. In a study as focused as this one, however, one can utilize both
analytical approaches--which has been attempted here. Hence, there is at least as much
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storytelling in this work as there is formal analysis.
The most obvious, and most pressing, limitation is that the story of one person
cannot reasonably be expected to represent even a significant minority of the population.
Furthermore, Landa was far from typical of Mexican women in the 1920's. She was an
extraordinary woman with an extraordinary life.
Landa' s words and perceptions, as revealed in her autobiography Confidencias de

"Miss Mexico," constitute the initial chapters, and are situated within historical context.
Her autobiography is followed by an examination of the trial, which explores the
divergent perspectives of two of Mexico City's leading newspapers, El Nacional and

Excelsior. El Nacional, the paper most closely identified with the interests of the nascent
Revolutionary state, its generals, and the traditionally-minded rural peasantry (the main
body of the revolutionary force), promoted a more modern incarnation of fom1al law
while simultaneously espousing traditional views of women. This made sense, for the
revolutionary government heightened its power by tightening its hold on the courts, and a
traditional view of women accorded with the traditional world views of the male
peasantry whose interests the revolution ostensibly represented. El Nacional therefore
maintained that Landa was a ''flapper" -type of young, modem woman with loose morals,
and therefore nothing but a vulgar criminal who should be punished accordingly.

On the other hand, Excelsior, Mexico City's most widely-read paper and sponsor
of the "Miss Mexico" pageant, reflected some of the more reactionary (in that it
hearkened back to the ideals promulgated by the Diaz regime) inclinations of the city's
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literate elite class, and argued that, despite her modem attributes, Landa was a respectable

woman who had acted in legitimate defense of her honor. Thus, Excelsior supported a
traditional defense for a modem woman.
The trial section is followed by a chapter devoted to a discussion of the
implications and conclusions of Landa' s story and trial. The epilogue·discusses her life
after her acquittal.

****

There are some fundamental limitations to this study. To begin, despite a
thorough search of the Archfvo General de la Nacion in Mexico City, I could not locate
the official transcript of the trial. All information regarding the trial derives from
newspaper accounts, and therefore reflects the editing and biases of the reporters and
editors. I have accepted as more or less "true" those aspects of the trial which were
corroborated by both papers, while noting relevant discrepancies. Additionally, Landa
did not write the autobiography. Rather, a reporter took down her story. The extent of
his editing is unknowable. Furthermore, I could not obtain copies of La Epoca, the
newspaper that presumably carried a serialized version of her autobiography. So whether

or not the literate citizens of Mexico City read her story in this paper is unknown, albeit
likely that they did. Possibly what was referred to as "Memories of Miss Mexico" during
the trial, and that was reportedly published in La Prensa, is in fact the same work.
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Unfortunately, I could not obtain copies of La Prensa. Possibly there are other
limitations, but these are the ones I felt required immediate attention.
All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.
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CHAPTER 1: CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE

Maria Teresa de Landa y Rios, "Miss Mexico" of 1928, began her pardon tale
"with a soft voice, her gaze wandering from the infinity that served as a ceiling to the
walls adjoining the garden patio .. . .The journalist did not distract her, he at times
contemplated her and quickly wrote in his notebook her bitter phrases, incoherent at
times, that surged from that mouth made for love." 38 Her first words described the
psychic torment that brought endless moments lying awake in the gloom of the prison,
contemplating "the saddest moments of my life; those in which I destroyed the greatest
love that ever occupied my credulous heart." Her mind then skipped to her childhood
years, when she enrolled as a student in the school of the convent of Santa Maria. She
smiled ruefully and said, "I smile to think that for some months I entertained the idea of
becoming a nun, and I say that I smile because my life has followed such a completely
different path, down the steep slope that has left me today deprived of my liberty. Ah
fate!" 39
Landa was born October 15, 1910 in her mother' s family's t\vo-storied villa in the
elegant colonia of Tlalpan, located in the southern sector of Mexico City. 40 Autumn of
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1910 was an auspicious moment in Mexican history. One month before her birth, her
parents and older brother were likely among the tens of thousands who marveled at the
Porfirian showcase of technologically sophisticated public works constructed--primarily
in Mexico City but also across the nation--to commemorate the nation's centennial of
independence. When she was but a month old, the "opening shots of the Revolution"
were heard. The close temporal proximity of these events suggest the extraordinary
tensions generated by the Porfiriato (the regime of Porfirio Diaz,1876-1911).
The Porfirian government was characterized by an authoritarian, positivist
Liberalism that placed first priority on political stability and capitalist development over
issues of social justice. While meritocratic injunctions were incorporated into Porfirian
policy and rhetoric, for the most part Porfiristas espoused a dim view of the lower
classes, describing them, often in social Darwinist terms, as racially and culturally
inferior, and consequently as obstacles to progress. Yet, despite its failure to address the
needs of the nation's lower classes, the Porfiriato achieved several notable goals. These
achievements included the defense of Mexico against encroachment by the United States,
placing the Catholic church firmly under state control, facilitating national unity through
the construction of endless miles of railroad track and telegraph line, fostering limited
social mobility, expanding and modernizing the nation's banking system, and maintaining

a state of political stability. 41
The Centennial celebration of 1910 fully reflected this uneven legacy of the

41

Beezley and MacLachlan, 152-156.

28
Porfiriato. Designed primarily to inspire confidence in foreign investors, the Centennial
attempted to depict Mexico as a transformed nation; no longer backwards, violent and
unstable, with workers as socially sophisticated and technologically competent as any
other modem nation's. Bridges, civic monuments, streets, markets, bandstands, hospitals,
asylums, fountains, and municipal buildings were built to demonstrate the nation's arrival
to the "civilized" world.
Yet the sparkle of the celebration could not obscure the festering social decay
evident throughout the nation. In 1910 the illiteracy rate was approximately 80 percent. 42
Despite Liberal initiative throughout the Porfiriato to build and support education and
public health systems, such vital infrastructure remained severely underdeveloped. 43
Inflation soared after Mexico adopted the gold standard in 1905 and economic depression
hit the United States in 1907, leading to the ·withdrawal of capital from Mexico as well as
an increase in the price of imported goods. This led to a rash of bankruptcies and to
rising crime and unemployment. 44
The Porfiriato had also heightened long-standing ethnic tensions, as well as old
regional divisions between Mexico City and the states. Porfirian pundits, commonly
known as cientlficos, or "scientists", considered the Indians, whom they often conflated
with rural, mestizo peasants, as one of the "fundamental barriers to Mexican development
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because of their apparent refusal to participate in either the market economy or the
national community."45 In particular, subsistence farming, both a way of life and a means
of survival for the majority of mestizo peasant farmers and Indians, was under attack by
corporatist land holders who sought to increase their holdings through large-scale
expropriation of small farms and communally-held village properties. 46 Thousands of
persons dispossessed of their land flooded into Mexico City in search of employment,
resulting in the stark deterioration of housing and social conditions. 47 Furthermore, the
Porfirian government secured relative impunity for the elite by rigging elections,
silencing the opposition press, prohibiting the formation of labor unions and suppressing
popular and middle-class uprisings. 48 The cientificos argued that the gross deterioration
of the standard of living for those at the bottom was a reasonable price to pay for the
transformation of peasants to workers, and would be rectified sometime in the near
future. Much of the population despaired as this resolution to their plight failed to
materialize, 49 and turned to insurrection in their increasingly desperate search for hope.
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That Landa states that she was born "[a]t dawn the fifteenth of October, 1910,
year of the Centennial" is revealing, for it represents an identification with the Porfiriato
rather than the Revolution. Supporters of the Revolution would likely have said, "1910,
year of the Revolution."50 TI1is identification with Porfirian policy likely reflected her
upbringing. Her parents, Rafael de Landa y Tamayo and Dolores de los Rios de Landa,
both came from upper-class families. Sr. Landa's family had figured prominently in the
military and in high society for generations, and her mother, Sra. Rios de Landa, came
from a family of educated, urban professionals. 51 Additional indications that the family's
political orientation was more reactionary than revolutionary are abundant. For example,
as a dairy magnate, Landa' s father required a relatively unskilled labor force, and had
interest in minimizing the cost of employment. He practiced Catholicism, and
emphasized the family's traditional claim to honor. Thus, it seems unlikely that he
advocated broad social reform. Landa' s mother hailed from a family of professionals and
magistrates, and is likely to have been raised within a liberal and positivistic milieu. Her
mother also continued to practice devout Catholicism, which she earnestly attempted to
inculcate in her daughter.
The Landas' reactionary orientation is most notably suggested, however, by the
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paucity of references to the Revolution throughout Maria Teresa's narrative.

52

This

absence is startling because the Mexico she grew up in was deep in the throes of civil
war. When she was a child, President Francisco Madero, incipient leader of the
Revolution, was overthrown by military coup, following the "10 Tragic Days" and
resulting in the dictatorship of Victoriano Huerta. 53 These events occurred but a few city
blocks from her home. Soon after she'd begun grade school, future president General
Alvaro Obregon, under Venustiano Carranza's command, marched into Mexico City,
ousting Huerta after sixteen months of fighting. Before she moved on to secondary
school, Carranza had assumed the presidency, overseen the drafting of the 1917
Constitution, and then proceeded to ignore it along with the multitudinous cries for social
justice. He was assassinated in 1920. 54 When she began her secondary education, the
Sonora Triangle had assumed power under General Obregon, and would continue to
dominate the rest of the decade with its policies designed to realize revolutionary goals.
People looked to the Sonorans for hope, and the revolutionaries responded with a series
of limited reforms, primarily agrarian and educational, intended (if not always realized) to
improve lives and to adhere to the principles of liberty and justice as articulated in the
191 7 Constitution.
The Revolution permeated every aspect of the ambient in which Landa matured,
52
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including school, politics, and culture. Exhausted by the travails of war, Mexicans
welcomed the Sonorans, if only because their arrival signaled an end to the violence. It is
estimated the 500,000 to 2 million persons had been killed during the war, most of whom
were men, which resulted in the creation of new opportunities, particularly for women.
Furthermore, as "nearly everyone had felt the brush of death . .. many had the compulsion
to live life with as 1n:uch zest as possible. The jazz age, with its commotion, intensity,
and frivolity, appeared in Mexico ... Cafe society in the capital roared around the city in
imported cars, sported flashy suits and bopped [sic] hair, and drank ma.rtinis."55 It would
be precisely this cafe society that would earn the opprobrium of cultural traditionalists
who were, ironically; often revolutionaries. Such traditionalists considered this "modem"
culture to be a form social degeneracy which recalled the excesses of the Porfiriato.
Hence, cafe society was often associated with modernity and ,vith reactionary
perspectives. Maria Teresa, with her short hair and feminist views, partook of this "cafe"
ambient while apparently disregarding the political aspects of the Revolution. She would
later be denounced by her critics during the trial as representative of the social degeneracy
that cafe society and reactionary culture were believed to engender.
Cafe society, with its flashy suits and imported cars, was primarily comprised of
the upper classes. Yet not all who counted themselves among the upper classes enjoyed

such prosperity. Given the tum-of-the-century conception of class, which has been
characterized as a division between those who sat in the sun (las de abajo, or the
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underclass) and those who sat in the shade (la genle decente, or the elite) at public
events, 56 Landa's family was clearly among those who sat in the shade. Yet even before
the Revolution, the family's material circumstances and political clout were limited, and
the country's social upheaval would all but decimate their precarious wealth. At the time
of Maria Teresa's birth, the family was in relatively stable circumstances. Landa gives us
an indication of her family's material wealth when she describes learning to walk at 10
months of age, taking her first steps in the family's small sitting room "in which was
placed the gilt furniture." 57 Few Mexicans in 1910 possessed either sitting rooms or gilt
furniture. But, as indicated above, the Revolution would take its toll, and when reporters
descended upon the unfortunate family in 1929, which had since relocated to a smaller
house, they would express astonishment at the barren and shabby interior. Therefore,
despite Landa's parents' claim to elite ancestry, the family better fit an emergent middle
class profile.
Mary Kay Vaughan describes the petite bourgeoisie of Mexico, or, as she
alternately labels them, the middle sector, as being comprised of a range of individuals.
These included: survivors of the pre-capitalist era, beneficiaries of the still small-scale
nature of production, persons who had benefitted from modernization, persons who had
experienced do'\\rnward mobility as a result of growing co~centration of property, and still

others who saw their possibilities for further expansion blocked by increasing
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monopolization.
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Several aspects of this description of the petite bourgeoisie apply to Sr. Landa.
He owned several properties around Mexico City, primarily deriving his income from the
sale of various goods produced by his dairy farms. 59 He presumably held property that
had been owned by his forebears, yet he also depended on the productive capacity of
these properties for his livelihood. Hereditary status conferred far fewer benefits in 1910
than it had during colonial times, and he was not so wealthy that he could aggressively
expand his business nor afford not to work. As an entrepreneur he was presumably
interested in capitalist modernization, and had likely benefitted from technological
advances that facilitated the production and distribution of dairy products.
Furthermore, Maria Teresa described her father in terms of middle-class
respectability. "Certainly he did not appear in high government posts, nor did he boast
military honors; but he was accustomed to work, he faithfully performed all of his
obligations, and the home in which I passed the first months of my life did not lack for
love nor comforts, without arriving at a state of great wealth." 60 In this passage, she
placed her family, as represented by the father, in between the poles of wealth and
poverty while emphasizing a middle-class work ethic and sense of duty. Identification
with the "respectable" middle classes, or gente decente, conferred significant status. For
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example, Justo Sierra, leading ideologue of the Porfiriato, argued, "Here, there is not a
class on the move except the bourgeoisie." 61 These modem, urban citizens were expected
to "trust in impersonal bureaucratic systems (state-sponsored education, public
administration, and railroads), defer to the rule of law, and direct their loyalties to the
nation-state." 62 The cientificos argued that it was this class that bore the seeds of a
limitless future and would bring to Mexico the wonders of modernity, of progress.
While Landa identified her family with the gente decente and its attendant
meritocratic precepts, she simultaneously maintained their traditional claim to status and
privilege through honor. This bi-cultural orientation contained contradictions that could
be difficult to resolve. On the one hand, Landa emphasized her family's honor. "In
moments of confidence, in the warmth of the home, I often heard of my origins; I well
knew the branch upon which I could rely, and I found satisfaction in that I had nothing to
be ashamed of; it has always made me happy to belong to an honorable family with a
clean background."63 Yet, she concurrently identified with those who sought to transform
Mexican society through modern Liberalism. For example, she expressed particular
support for women's education as a vehicle for social change. In this sense, she
deliberately distanced herself from traditional culture. She observed that, "ever since the
end of the World War, societies have been abandoning old ways and now recognize that
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women have an energetic spirit and no longer consider us weak."

64

Such assertions

placed her in opposition to patriarchal tenets of the culture of honor which held that
women "naturally" belonged in the private realm of the house, not out in the public realm
where their sexual purity might be compromised.
Despite the implicit threat to their daughters' honor, Mexicans expressed strong
support for female education. Indeed, this was one issue revolutionaries and reactionaries
agreed upon. By mid-nineteenth century, the impetus to educate girls had gained
significant momentum, and from the l 860's on, girls attended schools in roughly the same
numbers as boys. 65 Sr. Landa demonstrated this support for schooling when he educated
his children, male and female, past primary school, allowed his daughter to attend public
schools, and encouraged both to enter professions.
Yet Landa claimed that it was primarily her precociousness, her conspicuous
intelligence, that first compelled her parents to consider carefully her education. She said
that her parents, impressed with how well she spoke her first words and how quickly she
learned to read, decided, after some family discussions held around the table, that Maria
Teresa should attend the convent of Santa Maria. Landa added that her parents deemed
the convent an appropriate place for their daughter to receive both moral and academic
instruction.

Convent schools, in particular, appealed to middle and upper-class Catholic
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parents as appropriate sites for the education of their daughters for precisely the reasons
Landa's parents articulated: "learning was imparted" and the inculcation of "'good
morals." These institutions continued the tradition of female education established in
colonial times. Typically, the girls received religious instruction, were taught how to read
and write, and studied music, French, embroidery, and perhaps basic math. "Good
morals" were thought to be encouraged by the spirit of guidance, discipline, and spiritual
devotion modeled by the nuns, the exclusion of boys from the school, and the tenets of
Catholic religious instruction. If a student chose a religious vocation, she might continue
her education, depending on the order she joined. If not, her education ended at age 13,
when girls were considered to be of marriageable age. 66
Convent schools were little changed from this colonial model at the dawn of the
hventieth century, although they had lost significant numbers of pupils under the
onslaught of Liberal anti-clerical policies, the proliferation of Protestant and secular
private schools, and the growth of the public school system. In 1907, approximately 8
years before Landa began her education, private schools, which included the convent
schools, comprised 30% of the total number of schools in Mexi~o City. 67 Enrollments in
all schools would decline precipitously until 1920, and by as much as 50% in the private
schools. 68 Therefore, it is likely that she saw the size of her classes dwindle significantly
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over the years.
Landa recalled her father bringing her to the convent of Santa Maria on her first
day of school, holding her by the hand, registering her, and paying the tuition. As she
was boarded there, she only saw her parents on weekends and holidays. She described the
convent as a "somber establishment which demanded kindness of spirit, the best example;
but also, why not say it? An atmosphere of melancholy, a cultivation of distance from
happiness. " 69 While she never explicitly mentions it, one can imagine the distress caused
by being removed from the family environment at the tender age of five. Additional
factors that might have contributed to the aura of melancholy (apart from the Revolution)
include the aforementioned decline in student populations. She also found herself feeling
very small and alone during the long hours of prayer required by the school of its
students. And she felt bewildered by some of her peers who regarded the nun's cowl as
something sacred and highly desirable, a "gift of destiny." She, on the other hand, found
the issue of the cowl "exasperating." But in two of the nuns she found maternal care:
Mother St. Eve and Mother St. Phillippe took special interest in her, and she recalls them
both with fondness.
Despite her sadness, she was enthusiastic toward academic pursuits. She found
that she took quickly and easily to French, and says that those first months learning the

language was the most cherished time of her years of study, even of college. 70 Her
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enthusiastic expression of affinity for the French language reflected elite fascination with
European, particularly French, culture. 71 She continued to find her name on the honor
roll, and she was favored and praised by her teachers. Her parents affectionately
expressed their pride in her accomplishments during their weekly visits. "My father
hugged me with effusion and placed a loving kiss on my forehead; my poor mother
showered me with her happiness, tears overflowing from those kind eyes."
It was also during this time that she developed a passion for reading, a passion
that repeatedly led her to commit a "sin." On her occasional visits home, she would
furtively sneak into her brother Rafael's bedroom to borrow a book or two from his
private collection, books that were prohibited by the convent. In this way she read books
describing the latest innovations in science, books by Classical authors, and occasionally
"a delicious novel." 72 Though her brother was perplexed and even outraged by his
missing books, she claims he never guessed who was "borrowing" them. She hid the
books under her clothes, and once at the convent she would hide them between the
mattresses of her bed, which she had deliberately placed so that she could read while
avoiding the gaze of the nun who watched over them at night. She would place
"worthless books of history, geography, and many other subjects"on top of the books she
was reading, and in this way her "fondness for study grew." Landa thereby managed to

circumvent some of the curricular limitations placed on female students of religious
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institutions.
The years passed and, despite her previous feelings of lack of interest and
irritation, when she reached twelve years of age she began to consider becoming a nun.
Her father, in particular, was enthusiastic about this idea, and vigorously encouraged her,
recalling a family heritage of religious devotion.

My father listened to these plans and rubbed his hands together to express his satisfaction and
happiness ... ; he, more than anyone, encouraged my aspirations, recalling that among his
ancestors some had distinguished themselves by their kindness and devotion to the love of God.
Vaguely he related that his great-grandfather had contributed to the foundation of the Convent of
St. Teresa in the city of Puebla and that one of his daughters had been impelled along that path,
until she achieved her conversion in Abadesa. That I become a nun, that was the greatest hope of
my father. As for my dear mother, she was against it, albeit with little energy; later, her open
manner would influence my spirit. She was convinced that my vocation was not firm, and that I
had much life yet to live, and that could have weakened my decision.
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As final exams of the final year of primary school drew near, she completed the
application to become a novitiate. Her application was sent to the order's regulatory
office in France, and six months later, during which time she was required to be out of the
convent, her application was approved. But during those six months of vacation she
realized that she did not wish to become a nun after all. Her father responded with
disappointed equanimity. "My father saw his desires thwarted; however, reluctant to
pester me, for his part, he kept quiet and respected my decision. My mother, despite
being a fervent Catholic, applauded my decision ...." 74 In this passage, we see a far from
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tyrannical patriarchal stance. Her father accepted her decision, her mother applauded it.

What is perhaps most notable is how much freedom is granted the child by her parents to
make her own decisions. This suggests a far more fluid, modem family power structure
than might have been expected given the florid trappings of patriarchy present in nearly
every aspect of revolutionary Mexican society.
Her decision to not pursue a religious vocation ended her years as a student at the
convent. She and her parents now faced the decision of what she ought to do next.
In time, her father, aware of her transformation from a happy child to one of "almost
sickly timidity" during her stay at the convent, consented to her attendance at the secular
school Escue la Central. Her father's decision to allow her to attend public school might
also have been due to their declining financial situation. She says that it was worse than
in previous years, for reasons that were never explained to her, but is quick to point out
that it was "through no fault of my father' s--made for work, always diligent, always
taking care of us."
At the Escue/a Central, she was surprised to discover an "agreeable softness of
spirit.''75 Her happiness with her new situation might well have been partially due to the
fact that she was now allowed to live at home, in a small house on the street of Pomona.
Her description of her experience at public school reveals her personal blend of modem

and traditional views--an affinity for secular education, negative attitudes toward
courtship and marriage, and a strong desire for independence, while maintaining a
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traditional religiosity--and is therefore worth quoting at length.
My admission to the Escue/a Central, in San Cosme, made the air seem lighter; life began to
appear to me, these were the most beautiful changes that had ever happened to me.
And yet I maintained the simplicity of spirit that permitted me to leap from bed and fall to my
knees and pour forth a fervent oration to God. I adjusted with purity, without flirtatiousness, and
in this way I left the house of my parents and navigated my way through the Escuela Central ...
In the Escue/a Central I was made welcome, from the director, who was named Professor Leon, to
the teachers, in whom I detected a certain air of weariness. They were surprised by my candor, by
._p.

my ingenuity. Certainly I was no better or worse than any of the others, but the rigorous etiquette
that I had learned from the nuns was firmly instilJed in me and I was carefully respectful; after that
life I was given to know other hues, I discarded my overly mannered ways, allowing me to become
more communicative with my peers. There were five or six ofus [girls]: I don 't remember exa~tly;
the director had reserved for us a room for our studies, attempting to minimize our interactions
with the male students, in whom I'd begun to notice a certain predilection for me, ifyou'Jl forgive
my saying so.
My first laugh, forthright and without reservation, surprised me when some of the young men
approached me and attempted to court me; it seemed ridiculous. I had never had even the faintest
notion of Jove; nor of trying to get a boyfriend. As for marriage, 'r found it vaguely repugnant; it
horrified me.
My primary concern was to find a way to live independently; however, an absolute independence
in all realms: economic and spiritual, of such a kind that I never would have to tolerate being
subjected to the ridiculous conventions of engagement. 76

Following two years at the Escue/a Central, at age fourteen she entered the

Escue/a Normal, which was the state's teacher preparatory school. She remained at the
Escue la Normal until 1927. She describes her years at the secondary school as

"monotonous/m in which she entered the school and remained there for the next thirteen
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hours because she had elected to take an especially heavy load of courses so as to shorten

her second year of schooling. She still loved to read, and mentions taking a course in
Castilian literature. She was popular, receiving frequent invitations to movies and
dances. She refused such invitations, she said, because "what is more boring than the
movies?" and, while she initially had been very enthusiastic about the dances, begging
her father for permission, she found herself repeatedly having to "withstand the vulgarity
of others. I ended up bored and would be the first to leave. For this strife and struggle?"
And so she focused her energy upon her studies. Her professors and peers encouraged
her, and one of her teachers even had one of Landa' s works published under a pseudonym
in an unspecified daily newspaper.
She completed all three years of the Escue la Normal satisfactorily, and then, at
age seventeen, moved on to the Escue/a Odontol6gica, where she found only a handful of
subjects that captivated her. In particular, she was intrigued by her anatomy courses.

Descriptive anatomy merits special attention on my part; to intimately understand how the entire
human organism functioned intrigued me, so much so that I must say I neglected my other courses.
Above all the dissection of the human body captured me. I have already said that I had always
attempted to analyze things, and what is better to analyze than the matter out of which we are
formed? 78

It was during her dental school years that she felt she had been "converted'~ into a
skeptical young woman. She uses the word "skeptical" (esceptica) to describe less a
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philosophical doctrine regarding the truth of all knowledge than a sort of cynicism about
the fruitfulness of her educational endeavor. She says, "Many, many times I traversed the
ancient building of the Dental Faculty looking to find a place amidst such gibberish,
however, I found nothing to enthuse me. Some of my friends did not understand my
skepticism, and it was clear that I no longer wore the rose-tinted lenses of optimism."79
Yet she continued on, despite her indifference, and it was at around this time that two
life-changing events occurred: her friends nominated her for the "Miss Mexico" beauty
pageant and, at her grandmother's funeral, she met General Mario Moises Vidal.
In early March, 1928, at the age of eighteen, while attending the wake held in her
deceased grandmother's home, she was introduced to Vidal by her uncle.

She recalls the

revolutionary General as
an individual who without being tall did not seem short; his facial features were not coarse, his
mouth was finely shaped and the brown color of his face pleased me. He seemed the true

caballero, even though he lacked cultivation in his education; he revealed character. .His eyes
were attractive to me, since his overly large pupils infiltrated in me something unknown, something
that subjugated me.
The ideas he spoke of in the course of his conversation, in disorderly form, breathed a passion for
liberation that made him likable. And, when I checked his statements with facts, he yielded before
me. His conversation showed me elevated concepts and demonstrated a unique vision. He seemed
a tyrant that was yielding to my will. 80

That evening, he walked her home, and as they parted, he said, "I have never known a

woman who is your equal." Her cousin overheard his words and teased her about it,
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bringing tears of confusion to Landa' s eyes. She considers the possibility that '"perhaps
love had managed to sneak into me." 81
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CHAPTER 2: FIRST LOVE AND THE BEAUTY PAGEANTS

Vidal began his pursuit following their first meeting, calling her at the dental
school claiming to need urgent dental work, and could she possibly help him? She
replied that such work ought to be done by a student more advanced than she, and after
referring him to one of her senior colleagues, promptly ended the conversation. Later that
day, she was surprised to see him standing near the entrance of the building, chatting
amiably with some of her colleagues. She brushed him off, but little by little he wore
down her resistance with his daily appearances and finally she allowed him to walk her
partway home. As she feared running into her older brother, they began taking a longer
route. Time passed, and she found herself pleased and "continually happy that he never
grew weary of repeating that he loved me."
She first encountered Vidal's rage when her photograph appeared in a local
newspaper identifying her as one of the candidates for the "Miss Mexico" beauty pageant.
"The paper published my portrait and the same day Moises presented me with [such] a
gesture that never had I been so surprised. He was furious; his fingers crushed the
newspaper.'' 82 She was so taken aback by his anger that she lied to him to escape his
emotion, claiming that an error had been made by the newspaper. He accepted this
explanation, although a few days later he encountered another article about her, and when
confronted again she confessed that she was indeed registered in the contest. He
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maintained that her friends and family would be fiercely opposed to her participation.
She argued no, that "in my house I rule myself, because my parents adore me." And so
they struck a wager: he held that her family would never allow her "to exhibit [herself]"
in the pageant, and she that her "whim would triumph". At this point in the story she is
careful to address the issue of presenting herself in public attired in a bathing suit. "To
tell the truth, it is important to clarify that only two events occurred at the swimming
pool; one in a simple lounge suit and the other half-covered in a bathing suit, that
certainly in this day and age are not greatly different from those luxurious dresses that
illuminate elegant gatherings." 83
As the contest proceeded, Landa and Vidal struggled to see each other as
frequently as possible. She waited until her brother and father were asleep, then snuck
out onto her balcony, a la Romeo and Juliet, and they spent many long nights in
uncomfortable physical circumstances--he on the ground, she up above-ardently
whispering to each other. She said that on several occasions they were surprised by the
-dawn; cold, cramped, and exhausted from hours of whispering to each other. Her mother
was aware of what was going on, and on several occasions sought to d~ssuade her
daughter from this romance, emphasizing the over twenty year difference in their ages. It
was also during this time that Vidal began the practice of keeping Landa under constant

vigilance. Landa says that in order to stay constantly apprised of her doings, "he
commissioned some assistants that looked after me to the point that his persecution
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became annoying. The assistants not only paid attention to my footsteps, but also on
many occasions they followed my mother, infuriating her that she have to tolerate this
vigilance. " 84
Landa' s participation in the "Miss Mexico" pageant had begun at the instigation
of her friends at the Dental school. They suggested that she participate, and the idea
immediately appealed to her: "I had always liked to triumph." But she was slow to
follow up on their suggestion, so her friends took it upon themselves to submit her
portrait to the newspaper Excelsior sponsoring the event. The newspaper sent a
photographer out to see her, and with neither her parents' nor Moises' consent, she agreed
to be photographed. Events proceeded rapidly, and soon she was posing before
photographers and judges in a bathing suit at Esther swimming pool. Again, she felt it
necessary to defend her participation in this aspect of the event. "Some have been critical
of me for participating in that contest; but I do not repent, remembering that Sunday to
Sunday an innumerable caravan of senoritas show up and I understand even continue to
come to the pools in order to pursue the healthy sport of swimming." 85
Landa' s friends sought to convince Vidal that her participation was a patriotic act.
She would not only represent Mexico to Mexicans, they argued, but she would also be a
diplomat to the outside world when competed in the "International Pageant of
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Figure 1. Bathing Beauties. Landa is second from right (top), and bottom left. Revista de

Revistas, May 13, 1928

50

,-

-'

--

. .....

/

/

.......

J

dt ./{IJJl~u

Figure 2. Portrait of Maria Teresa de Landa. Revista de Revistas, June 3, 1928.
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Figure 3. Maria Teresa de Landa po_ses during the bathing suit portion of the "Miss
Mexico" beauty pageant. Reprinted from Manuel Espejel y Alvarez, Confidencias de

"Miss Mexico" (Mexico City, 1929).
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Figure 4. Maria Teresa de Landa with her parents, Rafael and Dolor~s. Reprinted from
Manuel Espejel y Alvarez, Confidencias de "Miss Mexico" (Mexico City, 1929).
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Figure 5. General Mario Moises Vidal, date unknown. Reprinted from Manuel Espejel y

Alvarez, Confidencias de "Miss A1exico" (Mexico City, 1929)
J
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Figure 6. The cover page to the bigamy suit filed against General Vidal -by his wife Maria
Teresa de Herrej6n de Vidal. Archivo General de la Nacion, Mexico City, 1928.
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Figure 7. Maria Teresa de Landa,just before her trial. Excelsior, November 27, 1929.

Figure 8. Maria Teresa de Landa poses (from left to right) with Jose M. Lozano, Judge
Bustos, and Luis G. Corona. Excelsior, November 28, 1929.
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Pulchritude," to be held in June in Galveston, Texas. Who better to represent the natural
beauty and progressive citizenry of Mexico before the Western world than his beloved?
Eventually, Vidal relented. Her father and brother, however, continued to express their
anger and disgust, and only offered words of support after she was announced the winner
among the twenty five contestants on May 16, 1928. She garnered 9,473 of the 50,000
votes cast (ballots were printed in the newspaper) by Mexico City's public. 86
Landa' s victory led to a period of constant public exposure and fatigue. She
began at nine o'clock in the morning and continued well into the night, being carried
from party to tea to milliner to dress shop to photographer and so on. "The most
moderate being in the world would resent such hardships. There were twenty days of
continuous movement, of accepting penetrating curiosity, of being part of a group before
the compliments of unknown people and to bear the impertinence of countless pedantic
types." 87 Vidal spent long hours standing on street comers waiting to catch a glimpse of
his beloved in whichever automobile happened to be carrying her around that day.
Eventually, he managed to obtain an invitation to one of the dances held in her honor. He
proudly presented her to some of his friends and relatives that he'd brought along with
him, and when they danced and he took her "in his arms for the first time ... he seemed
crazy; the buzz of happiness that was released in him each instant, along with the
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· harmony of the waltz, dizzied him."

88

She struggled to maintain her composure and to

restrafa his emotion as the crowd watched on.
The weeks flew by, and finally it was announced that she would depart on May
29th for the pageant in Galveston, Texas. At last, she was given. a few days to rest, and it

was during this brief period of repose that she clandestinely met Vidal in the small garden
of San Pablo. The encounter was brief but heated, during which Vidal managed to extract
from her a promise that when she returned to Mexico she would marry him. "It was a
lightning farewell ... The emotion we could not speak of, and so only our eyes sealed our

firm pact to be one for the other." 89

****

When she arrived at the station prepared to board the train that would carry her
and her mother to Galveston, she was deafened by the music, the cries, and the rounds of
applause. Her friends from the dental school chanted
--l_,Quien se llevara la banda? (Who will wear the sash?)

--i De Landa!
As the train left the station, she waved to the outstretched hands and waving
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bandanas without losing sight of the ··ardent expression, with a trace of bittemess" that
emanated from the large brown eyes of her sweetheart Moises.

Her visit to the United States had been preceded by a letter sent_ from Excelsior to
the Mexican consul at Galveston, Mr. Y.M. Vazquez. The letter introduced Landa as "an
eighteen-year old student of Odontologica College, a high-born, cultured young lady, who
speaks French fluently, and hopes with the little English at her command to further
cement relations bet\veen the United States and those of Mexico."91 Her journey by rail
. was punctuated by stops in the various towns they passed through. In each, multitudes,
especially young women, gathered to meet her and wish her well, and she received so _
many bouquets of flowers that the Pullman was completely filled and simply could not
accommodate any more. At the border, the immigration officials, apparently kno'Wll for
their harassment of Mexicans, did not cause her any trouble and she was granted the ·
"consideration given diplomats."92 She felt that she was received not as Maria Teresa de
Landa, but rather as a representative of the Mexican people, for which she felt proud.
She arrived in Galveston June 2, where she was greeted by fellow contestants,
nwnerous Mexicans bearing yet more flowers, pageant officials, and various others. She
was taken by carriage to the Jean Laffite hotel, where she was given a room with a
panorama of the beach below her.
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She once again found herself bound to a hectic, restrictive schedule. It was
estimated that over I 00,000 people93 traveled, primarily by the more than 20 trains
especially commissioned for the pageant, to Galveston to witness the event. The
"International Pageant of Pulchritude", which was judged by a panel of internationally
known artists (who were deemed to be experts on aesthetics), transpired over the course
of four days. On the first day, the opening event, in which the contestants paraded in
sports costumes or afternoon frocks, was canceled due to inclement weather. So the
pageant officially opened on the second day, with the suggestively described "climaxing
event" 94 of the bathing suit parade. The contestants marched along the seaside drive, and
"everywhere along the line of [the] march recognition was given and little bands of
countrymen gathered to extend greeting and welcome to the girl from the old country." 95
On the third day of the pageant, the women of the United States vied for the
cro'\\ln of"Miss United States',.. Ella Van Heusen, a 22 year old from Chicago, expressed
surprise at her victory. The paper noted that "Although she is German to the extent of her
parentage, Miss U.S. is typically American in her dislike of housework and her desire to
dance and be on the stage."96 On the fourth and final day of the pageant, the international
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component of the contest was conducted. Landa competed against women from Canada,

Cuba, Belgium, Italy, France, Luxembourg, Spain, England, Germany, and the United
States. Landa noted, with a trace of bitterness, "As it was easy to presume, the one who
won the prize was the representative of the United States. " 97
Throughout the pageant, the Galveston Daily News attempted to give print space
to every contestant. Although they never did manage to spell Landa' s name correctly,
they praised her beauty and poise, and noted that she was a popular contestant among the
crowd. "Miss Mexico, Maria de La Landa [sic], the pronounced Castilian type, was
another of the foreign entries who was a popular selection. Miss Mexico was gowned in
an evening dress of beige with harmonizing accessories and flower ornamentation. Her
olive complextion [sic], large black eyes and raven black hair were noticeably
outstanding." 98
Despite her bitterness at losing, she nonetheless managed to enjoy herself. She
became fast friends with Miss Cuba and Miss France (who took 2"a place). Despite the
fact that two of the three were native Spanish speakers, they communicated with each
other in French. They ate and roomed together, and enjoyed the sea aboard the yacht that
I

was at the disposal of the contestants. At the close of the pageant, she, like most of the
foreign entrants, promptly embarked upon a limited tour of the United States, traveling

with her mother for several weeks by airplane to various destinations (she does not
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specify any cities other than Los Angeles). She described the U.S. as beautiful and
progressive, and said that she felt enchanted by every one of the places they visited.
She also said that it was during this time that she was offered "thousands of
propositions"99 to appear in magazines, theater, and film. 100 She turned them down
because of ··the word that I had given Moises, whom I remembered daily, despite the
bustle in whi~h I moved." 101 Had she not been madly in love with Moises, she
maintained, she would have remained in the United States for a long while, pursuing the
offers she'd received. The following letter, written to Moises by Maria Teresa upon her
arrival in Texas, reveals much of her frame of mind.
Galveston, June 2, 1928--General Moises VidalDearest "Muse",
The restlessness, the pain of this separation will end shortly> I desire it with all of the strength of
my soul I don't know if now I love you more than ever; the distance erases the little endearments
and makes immense and sublime the big ones, and so I believe I adore you more today than
everyone and everything. This separation has revealed to me the greatness, the full intensity that is
the love I feel for you. My life is a lamp that will shine always upon the altar that my love erects
for you.
The landscapes awaken so many memories in me, [such as] the sea, which we dreamed of so much
together! Yesterday we all went out on a yacht; the pale moon was so beautiful; the sea, a fantastic
mirror, reflecting the full wonder of the night; the moon appeared enormous [and] brilliant, set in
the magnificent curve of the velvet blue of the sky. So many memories, so many longings for my
beautiful distant country, and the view of the countryside is erased before the evocation of life--of
my life in which you live, of my soul, in which you reign.
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To contemplate this moon, to enjoy something of this glory--while ephemeral is still beautiful-- in
your company, would be to make a small paradise in life. Fatigue could not weave its grey net
around us, since our love would be woven of a blue dream.
We have been received like little queens here. My apartment overlooks all of Galveston, all of the
streets and part of the sea.; it is very beautiful. [My apartment] is as nice as the nicest reception
room; but what I like the best is not the Lincoln at the door, nor anything but the exquisite yacht

put at our disposal and in which, when there are no parties or official soirees, we put out to the
high sea, night after night, and during the day at any hour. The sea makes me crazy.
The press here has treated me very well; many praises, many flowers. You would not believe how
beautiful. My type in the United States is rare; I am the only one with black hair and a markedly
Southern face, and for this I believe I draw attention. They call me the "beautiful girl".
They came to speak to my mother about a movie contract; but what I want is to return to Mexico
and know whether you still love me, if no, life will not be important to me. Mama answered that it
depended on what I wanted; that I could sign the contract if I wanted, that she had no opinion. To
begin I would earn 100 dollars a week and at three months the wages would increase; but I tell you
again, that soon I will be in Mexico City and I will ask you with imploring eyes; Do you still. love
me? How will you answer me? Yes .... no .... yes? 102

And so it was that one day, full ofloneliness for home and for her novio, she
suddenly decided she was ready to return to Mexico, Her mother and friends were
startled by the abruptness of her decision, yet her mind was made up. They returned
home at the end of July 1928.
And so ended her days as "Miss Mexico."
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CHAPTER 3: THE WEDDING AND MARRIED LIFE

Upon her arrival, Vidal immediately resumed his relentless surveillance of her and
her family. "Moises never lapsed in his vigilance of me, attentive of my smallest steps,
jealous that this time I might escape his hands for some other incident in life." 103 Her
parents were annoyed, but took no action. Moises pursued her with a "nearly savage
passion. " 104 She says that he understood that their situation was not so discreet as they
would've liked to imagine, and that he was apparently the object of curiosity for the entire
neighborhood. Consequently, he felt embarrassed. She articulates the belief that what
completed his determination to the idea of subjecting me, securely, was my trip to the foreign
country. He well knew that ~y profitable contracts were stiil hanging around and that I continued
to receive letters from North America, insisting I return to that vigorous country to enjoy the life,
and thus to earn good money to permit me to buy all types ofcomforts. 105

The weeks passed, they saw each other as frequently as possible, and on September 15
she obtained permission from her mother to go shopping in the city center. She met
Moises, whereupon he began to once again try to convince her to marry him.
[H]is hand squeezed my arm with force and he began to unfurl fluid words that possessed the
charm to envelop my will and make me forget that I tread upon physical earth. In what ideal
fountains of poetry was Moises inspired that afternoon? I who always liked to show off my
frenetic verbosity ...! felt weakened by each phrase that caressed me and I only had strength to
. listen and agree with him ... And I, enthusiastically, at the end of his sennon was convinced that at

103

104

Ibid., 44.

Ibid., 48.

l05Ibid.

65
his side I would find that bit of happiness that we all seek. ..I did not have the slightest memory of
the life and money that the foreign lands had offered me and there burned so much passion in me
when he said he considered me his wife, never to part from him, that I also forgot aU consideration
of my loving parents. 106

Yet when she returned home, she realized the full force of what she had protnised, and
felt tremendously guilty for not having consulted her parents. At the dinner table that
evening, she summoned up the courage to tell her parents what she had done. "Papa,
Mama ... I'm going to marry." And they burst out laughing. But she maintained that yes,
she had indeed agreed to marry this man, whom they deemed ''unable to cultivate the
plant of her delicate spirit." 107 They responded that she had simply been bullied by him
and that she was not beholden to him if she did not wish to be. All troubles resolved; the
family proceeded to sit together long into the night, enjoying each other's company.
But when she arose the next morning and went out to her balcony to feel the air,
she was startled to find Vidal awaiting her, dressed in his full military uniform. She
claimed that he had concealed his true military rank from her (this seems unlikely, given
his desperation to win bet), and she was surprised to discover that he was a General of the
Revolution. She had been determined to break off the relationship, but the sight of him in
his uniform caused a change of heart. "How I liked Moises in his military dress! " 108 And
so she snuck off once again, and this time he obtained her signature on a written promise
to marry.
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On September 22, she again met Vidal in the San Pablo garden, where he waited
with four of his friends and two automobiles to bring them to courthouse where they
would be married. She dressed completely in beige: most likely one of the dresses she'd
worn for the pageant. Before the judge she was so nervous that she knocked over a chair.
At the end of the ceremony, they both signed their names in the marriage register and she
was given the marriage certificate.
In hindsight, the affair seemed strange to her. She recollected "those \Vho had
pretended to be witnesses," 109 friends and relatives of Vidal's, who surely knew of his
marital status. Yet they had behaved as if nothing were amiss. They shook her hand in
congratulations, and emphasized the title "Senora" when addressing her. As Richard
Boyer notes that bigamy was common throughout the colonial period, 110 it may very well
be that this trend had continued well into the 20th century (or perhaps was given new life
by the exigencies of war) and therefore was not deemed a grave offense. In any event,
Landa insisted that no one gave so much as a hint that her new husband was already
married. As for her spouse, he, in his typical manner, simply repeated the phrase "You're
mine; you belong to me as I belong to you." When she hadn't appeared to be responding
appropriately, he clapped his hands and exclaimed, "Realize that from here on out, you' re
my little woman, my wife." She said she understood that part of it, but what worried her

was the reaction of her parents and her brother.
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As soon as she was safely ensconced in her parents' home, she began to cry. And
she continued weeping for quite some time. Her mother asked her repeatedly what was
bothering her, but she was not yet ready to divulge her secret Her mother knelt beside
her, and without knowing why, she cried too.
When Landa's father and brother finally returned home; her mother conveyed her
alarm, and had them send for the doctor. They all gathered in Landa's bedroom,
hounding her with questions until she finally revealed what distressed her. She had been
expecting an explosion of indignation and surprise, and was shocked when they merely
regarded her with somber faces, and then proceeded to file silently out of the room,
leaving her to get some rest.

The next morning, Landa' s father went first thing to the civil court to learn what
could be done about his daughter's situation. While he was away, Vidal arrived at
Landa's home and asked to speak with her mother. She agreed, led him into the sitting
room, where he proceeded to ask for her daughter's hand in marriage. She reacted

strongly, calling him a "swine", angered by his audacity at asking for permission to do
something he'd managed quite on his own. Just then father arrived, burdened by the
dismal news that nothing could be done at present. The judge had informed him that all
had taken place "according to regulation" 111 and that the only recourse was divorce.
However, divorce was only permissible after one year of marriage. (See note above.)
Faced with few options, Sr. Landa agreed to talk to Vidal. The women left the room, and
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the two men, speaking in heated tones, discussed Maria Teresa's fate. At long last it was
decided that the two should be married in a religious ceremony, which Sr. Landa insisted
must take place as soon as possible.
And so on October 1, they were married before what Landa described as "the God
they taught me-to love in that sad convent." The newl)7¥1eds moved into a small house on
Londres street, a modest home but "filled with love and tranquility." Landa remained
very close to her family, visiting her parents' home daily to spend time with her beloved
mother. She said that her family gradually came to accept Vidal, and they spent some
pleasant evenings together. Landa knew that her husband had been accepted when her
father exclaimed, "The only thing that allows me to pardon you is that you have not
chosen one of those ·'fifies" [i.e., an effeminate man], but rather one who is completely a
man_,,112
In time, Vidal received orders from the Secretary of War. Upon receipt of the
orders, Vidal immediately began packing, said a hurried goodbye to his wife, and
practically leaped into the car that had been sent to pick him up. Landa sat stunned,
crying intermittently, feeling abandoned and forgotten, until several hours later she
received a telegram from him saying that he was briefly held in Tepexpan as preparations
were made to march. Landa suddenly decided she had to see him, if only for a few brief
moments. She told her parents she was going shopping (you would think they would've
learned by now), convinced the chauffeur to hand over the keys to the family car, and
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sped off toward Tepexpan. When she arrived, she encountered a scene she'd never
witnessed before.
Motley groups of soldiers, women determined to follow until death, if necessary, their "juanes";
further on were tents and a mass of people who gave off like steam an unbearable smell ..
.Disconsolate and a bit fearful at wandering alone among such men, I returned to the car ... [and] I
admired the abnegation of the women who, despite a complete lack of comforts, did not waver in

following their men, and I envied them. 113

Eventually she learned that she'd just missed General Vidal, who had left fifteen minutes
earlier for the port of V eracmz.
She returned home, full of sadness and loneliness, and after eight days of
melancholy, during which her usual favorite pastimes of criticizing the passersby--whom
she observed from the vantage of her balcony--and reading books, failed to provide their
usual pleasures, she determined to imitate the soldaderas and to join her husband on his
military mission in Veracruz. Parents and friends protested vigorously, speaking of the
"inherent danger of the country and the cruelty of the climate," 114 but to no avail.
And so began some of her more rigorous adventures. Once in Veracruz, she told
her husband that this was no mere visit, but that she intended to remain by his side for the
rest of her life. He responded with pride and astonishment, pleased and surprised that a
woman of her background would be willing to forego her usual comforts. Hardly in the

midst of danger, they entertained themselves by taking long walks and by spending
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evenings contemplating the sea. During Holy Week, she convinced him to accompany
her to church. In reciprocation, she agreed to accompany him on all of his errands. She
initially reacted ,vith dislike toward his peasant soldiers (whom she, like the cientificos,
mistook for Indians), yet in time grew accustomed to their presence. "The repugnance
that I'd felt at first at finding myself among people of corn and braids (espiguillas y
galones) lessened and finally ended [so that] I came to see with indifference that whole

entourage." 115 As they traveled by train throughout the state, young girls, upon hearing of
her arrival, offered her bouquets of flowers. Also while traveling, they acquired two

rather peculiar pets: young tigers, whom they named "Imperio" and "Momo". They
transported the tigers in cages, and occasionally, when feeling "humorous'\ they released
the animals, allmving them to run around startling people. It is in her discussion of the
tige~s that she hints at the sense of competition between Landa and her husband. She said
she loved the animals, and startled Moises with her willingness to play fearlessly with
them. Landa claimed her husband was far more timid than she, and she took satisfaction
in being the more confident.
Also during this time she began to dress like a soldadera; or, as she termed it, a
revolucionara. She regularly wore boots and a sombrero tejano, or a Texas hat, which

suited her new passion for horseback riding. She first rode when Vidal ordered that a
horse be presented to her for travel to Villa Azueta.
[H]e was afraid that I would resist to mount; but entirely to the contrary, I was resolved to continue

115

Ibid., 63.

71
on. I climbed onto the back of the brute and thus traveled very slow roads for long hours. He
hoped at the end of the journey to see me fall humbled, undone, and really I was; [yet] more my
will imposed itself and I pretended to be tranquil. He remained amazed at my resistance and he
persisted in maintaining that it was in every way impossible that it was the first time I'd ridden a
brute. [Finally] convinced of the truth of my words, he insisted upon converting me into a true
amazon and I believe he achieved it. Every skill and trick used on horseback, I learned them, and I

can affirm that later I surpassed him in handling the reins (las bridas). The command I had of this
sport was to the extent that on a later occasion when betting on some horse races, he suggested that
I ride the finest animal that he had acquired for I don't know how many pesos. The race had
attracted him, because he could wager the animals and moreover some money, "No one is better at
riding this horse," he told me. "Additionally I choose you because I know that if you want to you
can win and give me opportunity to get hold of some money."
And on this occasion I won. I rode the finest brute and I guided him in his mad race to the
finishing post.

Such pride he showed presenting me to those people, now not only as a woman, but also as a
disciple, if well confessed that I had surpassed him. 116

Soon after this adventure he took het deep into the woods. Upon some pretext, he placed
a pistol in her hands and imperiously commanded her to shoot. She said that at first she

handled the gun clumsily, but that in time she became a good shooter, competing with her
husband and the other soldiers. And he was again proud of her, now skilled in the use of
firearms.
Vidal had been commissioned to capture an outlaw named Cardona, 117 and in
orderto do.so he spent several weeks establishing a headquarters in Villa Azueta. In
time; Vidal received news that Cardona had been spotted nearby. "He jumped on his
horse and took off at high speed, forgetting all about me." Landa felt abandoned, so she
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quickly saddled her horse and took off after him. As he'd left some minutes before her,
she had lost sight of him. She rode on, and eventually ran into a group of natives. She
asked the "Indians" if they'd seen him, and "with a malicious smile they told [her]
precisely the opposite." Soon she was lost in the open country. She wandered about on
horseback, watching the sun rise high above her and make its slow decline until she was
enveloped in darkness. By some stroke of fortune, she eventually found herself back at
the town. When she stumbled into the hotel, hungry and exhausted, she found that her
husband had "turned the place inside out in a veritable fury." When he heard what had
happened, he swore vengeance. The next morning, he insisted she come riding with him
in search of the offending natives. When they found them,
[T]he Indians ... were surprised to see me, eyes opened wide, imagining that Moises would shoot
them in that isolated place where impunity reigned. But he didn't, be ,vas content to castigate them
without great duress, making them see that a woman is worthy of every consideration. Moises,
during the entire time that we remained in that region) showed himself to be a most courteous and
honorable soldier. He was never Slli1)rised by moments of vacillation or fear before danger. His
greatest desire was to fulfill his military obligations and his glory to have me with him. My
character, during that time of continual dealings with virgin Nature, was fortified, adoring-that is
the word-that he was my husband. 118

This passage not only iterates the purity of her love, but also suggests a genuine respect
for him as a soldier and protector.
This theme of genuine respect is developed when she recounts how he managed to

surprise and capture his quarry, Cardona. Mindful of her safety, it was the one journey
Vidal did not allow his wife to accompany him. He achieved the goal of his mission
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quickly. "Two days he endured this hardship from which he finally emerged triumphant."
After Cardona' s capture a war tribunal was organized. This tribunal was eventually
disbanded, as higher authorities determined that it was not qualified to pass sentence on
Cardona.
Landa described her role as helpmate to Moises during this time. "I served

Moises during this phase of his mission as his private secretary; I obeyed without
question the instructions he gave me to send telegrams and to edit dispatches sent to
relate their activities." She also served him as nurse after his leg was injured in a small
accident.
To facilitate his healing, they decided to return to Veracruz, were they were soon
surprised by a visit from Landa' s mother. "She could stand no more the desire to see me
and embrace me, and after having put aside all of her obligations to my father and
siblings, she took the train and traveled to see us." Landa was overjoyed to see her
mother, ru"1d they spent the next few days talking of happenings in Mexico City.
Vidal never let his wife stray far from him. "Under the pretext that he wanted to
completely cure his wound, he remained those days near me..." 119 It was during this
time that their pet tigers, Imperio and Momo, became a problem. One day Imperio
jumped upon Moises and clawed his face, drawing blood, and so he was promptly taken

out and shot. Soon after Momo "disappeared, consumed by sadness at finding himself
alone." No longer burdened by military responsibilities, iPJuries, nor pets, they decided
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tha~ it was time to return home to Mexico City. They left within a few days' time, and
upon their arrival installed themselves in Landa's parents' home at 119 Correo Mayor.
Landa took pains to establish that Moises was well-loved by her family.
Whatever whiff of distrust there had been between my parents and my siblings toward Moises had
disappeared completely. They received him like a member of the family, gladly observing that
they shared a certain mutual understanding of character. And so, during evenings ... interesting
chats occurred between my father and him, involved in intimate dialogues. For her part, my
mother took true determination to prepare for Moises those meals he found delicious. He showed
submission and tenderness toward all and I thought what I never thought I would: He's won the
affection of my family! 120

She claimed, "I was sure of his love and never did I imagine the slightest thought
to distract me from my love,'~ yet she let slip some disturbances in their idyll. During
their first weeks back, the newlyweds often went out to dinner, to a gathering of friends,
or to the theater in the evenings. But ''most of the time that we spent at these places> we
had to disappear like shadows; he was tormented by jealousy. Merely a covetous look
from some "fool" made him frenzied and I began to withdraw so as to avoid these
troubles." 121
She also recounted with some bitterness the irony that he reacted violently when
accused of being untruthful. "Like a refrain, when someone doubted his words, he
straightened up and, hardening his gaze, exclaimed, 'I don't know how to lie.' A cloud of
ire inflamed his face and his beard trembled if even after this strong affirmation one
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persisted in not believing the truth of his words." But she maintained that she never
doubted his love, not only because he declared it often but also because he demonstrated
it. Of his jealousy, she reasoned "If it's the case that he did not leave my side, it is
because· he feared so much to lose me. And I was flattered, I must admit, finding
satisfaction in each of his acts." .And so she concluded that "Nothing presaged the
torment," 122 recalling that their life was one of passionate love and marital harmony until
August 25, 1929.
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CHAPTER 4: FLOWERING JUDAS

Manuel Espejel y Alvarez, editor of La Epoca and of her confessions, introduced
the chapter describing the shooting in the following mam1er:
And the idyll that began at a funeral ends in disconsolate tragedy. The mountain of illusions,
collapsed to bits as a star explodes and becomes deadly ... The tragedy of the streets of Correo
Mayor, told by Maria Teresa, with the greatest and most sincere sadness.
The illness of Maria Teresa had worsened, making indispensable the care of medical science.
Blackouts, that alarmed her captive companions, revealed the poor health of"Miss Mexico". She,
nevertheless, managed to leave the uncomfortable room situated in one of the comers of the prison .
. . "Please, we fmish this time. Night after night I pass in torture to arrive at these bitter memories
of my misfortune. Only because I am bound to keep my word; but I feel weak. Yes, we finish
with this sad confession ... " 123

Our sympathies heightened, she commenced to tell her story:
The Monday of this fateful week, I observed in him a certain preoccupation; he pretended to have
some urgent business before the Secretary of War to resolve his situation and for the first time he
left my side; however, only for a few hours. And then he returned more loving, more tender.

On two or three occasions I protested these unforeseen changes in our routine. He, for his entire
response, silenced my mouth with a kiss and made it impossible for me to reproach him. And so
we come to Friday when, radiant with satisfaction, he arrived to tell me that all was settled for his
situation in the army had been clearly resolved for he had been granted an honorable commission
from the Secretary of War. And I frrmly believed him, and our troubles were forgotten. We had
our minds only on love. That evening, like usual, we went out to enjoy a light dinner, then later to
the th.eater, and then home late that night. Saturday! The day of our most intimate happiness, we
were not separated for an instant, not even going out to the dining room. We immersed ourselves
in our love, and in the memory of our time spent in starkest Nature. And something strange; on
Saturday we were not seized with the desire to go out to some place in search of happiness. We

did not need to go out for happiness or distraction. He was everything for me, and I, proudly,
meant everything to him.
Like usual, Sunday we awoke fate in the day. He arose from bed in his pajamas and went to a
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nearby room, the small sitting room, carrying his pistol, from which he was never separated, and a
book in his hands. The book was "La Iglesia ante el Arte", which some minister had sent him for
his edification. I remained for a few more moments in bed; but before I arose to pull myself
together, I promised myself to breathe deeply into my lungs the air of our time together. Without a
sign of suspicion, and for entertainment, I picked up a copy of"La Prensa", the daily paper that I
read every morning, albeit quickly, to stay informed of the latest news. Naturally I recognized
myself; there was one of the thousand portraits taken of me during the "Miss Mexico,, pageant.
My curiosity was sparked. Why were they interested in me, breaking the gentleness surrounding
my privacy? And oh, despair! I thought I'd misread it and with terror I reread it: '"Miss Mexico'
at the brink of Prison." Confusedly I learned from the first phrases of that bitter report, in which it
was announced that, together with my spouse I was accused of adultery, [thereby] unavoidably
facing prison. What did I think in those moments of acute pain, of disillusion without limit?
Perhaps I thought nothing, and I, who had always reasoned~ in those moments in which my head
burned in a way I'd never felt before, I forgot of all that existed around me ... The entire castle, in
which flourished my delicate love, collapsed, crushing the most precious of my emotions. And
from that brutal shock, from that shattering of my heart, arose the desire to rebuke him~ I wanted
to hear from his mouth, that again and again had sweetly spilled over me, the words that had
plunged me into the shadows of misfortune. I leapt from the chair with such force that it fell to the
floor.
Full of indignation, and weak within seconds, I anived at the modest little sitting room where
Moises tranquilly passed the time reading that book. My footsteps resonated upon the floor and
then I had him before me, indifferent to the conflict that asphyxiated my souL Perhaps with a
visage shaken by suffering, and holding the paper in my right hand, which had informed me of all
the bittemess that had made me jump and [caused] all of my happiness to escape me, at first I
could not pronounce a single word. [My] dry mouth refused to articulate a single sound. I required
superhuman will in order to say to him, in a voice made listless by emotion:
"Look what you've done. You have completely destroyed our love; you've plunged me into
infamy." He sat aghast for a few moments. Gradually comprehending the enormity of his mistake,
he haughtily and in cold blood, which I took to be indifference or cynicism, responded:
"Don't make a big deal out of these things ... " (No hagas caso de esas cosas... . )
I was blinded by a red wave, and my ears deafened. I only managed to detect on the center table
that pistol which I had often seen him shoot. Like an automaton I took it in my hands and
energetically told him:
"I can resist no more; I am going to kill myselC'
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The most vivid anxiety crossed his face; he forcefully threw his book down on the table [and it
seemed] that he was ready to move across the floor. Distressed and pleading, he implored:
"No, baby, no ..."
I divined that he intended to leap at me to seize the gun. What was it that forced me to change my
aim and to repeatedly pull the trigger? I have not been able to exactly determine it. I try to
distance myself from the memory of this moment, which I'll .pay for my entire life, but when it

persistently arises, pondered and addressed to unravel what impression, what feeling made me
shoot...I honestly have not managed to determine one single iota [of the answer]. Did I want him
destroyed? No. What for? If I had wanted to punish him, I would have gone mad with contempt,
which is sadder than death. Avenge myself? Not that either. I did not have the slightest idea of
this dull feeling ... Did I fear the ridicule of the people? Little, since on many occasions I have
confronted the "what will they say" that others fear. Frankly I cannot say other than that in those
moments I lacked reason. I only saw a precipice that opened up before my feet; I felt an interior
shattering in the most delicate [part] of my soul. And I could only see death as the sole escape
from my suffering. Perhaps I wanted to kill him, and after to kill myself, and so to definitively
shatter this idyll which had reached, in happy hours, the most sublime level.
But when I turned the pistol toward me, I saw him fall, his face stained with blood, and a force
superior to mine seized the gun. And it is not that my mother [who seized the gun] overpowered
_I

me, had more strength than I, but rather that in a moment all of my energy had been consumed and
I feared to move across the floor, [I stood] convulsing. One gust would have been sufficient to
knock me over.
I scarcely had the strength to crawl, or better said to throw myself toward the body of he who lay
lifeless. I wanted then-Contradictions that are inexplicable!-to bring life back with my caresses; I
cannot recall all of the words that gushed from my soul to revive him. All useless, only a stream of
blood poured from his face, and he was still.

****
Maria Teresa constructed her story so as to emphasize that she was, indeed, a
'~good person who had acted in legitimate defense to an unexpected situation." That her
defense was "legitimate" was predicated on the circumstances of the crime and the degree
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to which she was "good." Her construction of herself as a ·'good" woman was hewn from
the whole of her life experience. She incorporated her parentage and class, her education
(she especially emphasized her years in the convent), her passion for reading, her skill at
speaking French, her good grades and social popularity, her brief stint as representative of
the nation, her intimation that she had married beneath her station for true love, and the
devotion with which she attended to her husband.
Landa' s "good" woman embodied a surprisingly broad range of characteristics,
which included elements of both the traditional and modem feminine ideals. Among the
more traditional were her devotion to her husband, her lack of interest (prior to meeting

her husband-to-be) in boys, her "pure" heritage, her devotion to her parents, her
reluctance to participate in the pageant, and her religiosity. Among the more modem
were her adventuresomeness, her ambition, her desire for "spiritual and economic"
i_n dependence, her intelligence, and her unabashed wilfulness.
With the elaboration of these latter traits, her pardon tale differed notably from the
pardon tales of women in 16111 century France. For example, Davis observes that the tales
of wives, in particular, assumed "the language and posture of humility and subjection." 114
The lack of such language is striking in Landa's account, at times so bold as to startle
even modem sensibilities. Davis noted that l 61h century women avoided "ever presenting
themselves as unpardonable avenging furies." 125 Landa is not at all shy about depicting
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her anger, as "full of indignation" she sought qut her husband in order to confront him.
Landa offered no words to soften or mitigate the image of herself as an angry woman.
Rather, she depicted herself as rightfully furious. The frequent exoneration of women
accused of crimes of passion during the late 19th and early 20th centuries 126 suggests
significant change in prevailing cultural attitudes toward female anger.
Additionally, Landa emphasized the "unexpected" nature of the encounter by
prefacing her account of the shooting with a lavish description of the couple's last night
together, thereby emphasizing the depth of their love for each other and the stability of
their union. This was surely intended to dispel the intimations of those who searched for
other motives to the killing. She insisted that she had not had the slightest inkling that
her husband had betrayed her, maintaining that she had only learned of his deceit on the
day she read about it in the newspaper. She heightened the sense of shock and betrayal by
pointing out that Moises' brothers had served as co-conspirators at the wedding, by
intimating that her husband's intolerance ofbeing called untruthful was excessive and
highly ironic, and by describing his response to her despair at discovering the truth as
cold-hearted and indifferent.
Nevertheless, Maria Teresa herself did not claim that she had acted in defense of
her honor. When pondering why she shot him, she rejected many of the elements of
honor: vengeance, fear of public ridicule, a desire to punish. Rather, she posited the
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seemingly more modern explanation of "temporary loss ofreason." Perhaps this was
simply another way of saying that she had committed a "crime of passion," and that such
a crime was often conflated with defense of honor at this time. Indeed her lawyer, Jose
Lozano, would use the two arguments interchangeably throughout the trial.
In sum, Landa deliberately presented both types of characteristics, traditional and

modern, in her presentation of herself to Mexico City's public through her "confessions."
This suggests that she felt that the public would not be derailed from a positive
assessment of her by the inclusion of modem characteristics in her self presentation. It
appears there existed significant prevalence and acceptance of both types of social mores
in 1920's Mexico City. Consequently, it was a time in which behavioral norms
(particularly for those at the locus of change, such as young women) could not be easily
comprehended or internalized. With little consensus as to what constituted appropriate
behavior, young women were confronted simultaneously by unprecedented opportunity
and the constant risk of condemnation. Landa's story has thus far emphasized
opportunity. Yet, as the trial would bring into starkrelief, not everyone in Mexico City
approved of of modem women.
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CHAPTER 5: THE MEDIA RESPOND

Media reaction to the shooting death ,vas swift, and it took but one week for
Mexico City's n:vo leading newspapers to stake out their respective positions.
Throughout Landa' s incarceration and trial, Excelsior maintained unquestioning
support for its beauty queen. As soon as the newspaper caught wind of the affair,
Excelsior beseeched one of Mexico's leading litigators, Jose Maria Lozano, to represent
"their" client (although the Landa family was expected to pay the Ia,vyer's fees). Lozano,
whose closest colleagues had experience with this sort of case, agreed to defend Landa.
Lozano was part of what was called the "quadrilateral"-- four brilliant, Huertista

litigators. In addition to himself, it was comprised of Nemesio Garcia Naranjo, Francisco
M. Olaguibel, and Querido Moheno. The latter had revived his professional career
(which needed reviving after his stint with the unpopular Huerta) in th_e trial of
Magdalena Jurado, who had killed her husband in 1920. Moheno's victory in the Jurado
trial turned him into one of the 'stars" among Mexican litigators, and he became the
4

lawyer of choice for "fallen women." 127 Therefore, it is likely that Lozano would have
foun.d Landa' s case appealing, as the trials of autoviudas held the promise of an easy
victory as well as significant popular acclaim.
El Nacional, on the other hand, developed an ever-more virulent condemnation,
although it had initially differed only slightly from Excelsior in its presentation of the
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information regarding the event. Both papers published stories on August 26, 1929,
describing the basic outline of the event. 128 Both described the homicide as a "tragedy",
and recalled Landa's fame and beauty as winner of the "Miss Mexico" pageant. In the
days that followed, the papers each published, largely without scepticism, her account of

the love and happiness she'd enjoyed in her marriage. The papers also described her
initial visit to the police station, her lengthy interrogation by the police, and her
subsequent consignment to Belen prison. And while Excelsior was perhaps more florid
in its description of her beauty and tragic fall from grace, both papers generally assumed a
stance of journalistic impartiality.
The only exception to this consensus between the two papers occurred when El

Nacional noted, in an article published August 30th, a discrepancy among the testimony
gathered by the police. 129 One of the family' s servants, Maria Anides, had asserted that
the couple had frequently quarreled, while Landa and her family maintained that they had
not. This discrepancy was simply noted, however, without additional commentary.

El Nacional drastically changed its tone after the reconstruction of the shooting.
On September 1, 1929, Landa led police investigators, lawyers for the prosecution and the
defense, and the judge overseeing the case (for reasons that remain unclear, the judge and
the prosecuting attorney who attended the reconstruction were not the same judge and
prosecutor who participated in the trial) as well as members of the press, through a
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reconstruction of the homicide in her family's home at 119 Correo Mayor. In a
September 2, 1929 article describing the reconstruction, El Nacional developed a
perspective which asserted that Landa was a fundamentally immoral person; cold-hearted,
vain, wrathful, and dangerous. Furthermore, this perspective held that the police and
litigators involved in her case were too biased in her favor to perform an adequate
investigation.

El Nacional's reporter began his diatribe by calling her "the bathing suit
contestant" 130 rather than "Miss Mexico" or by name, thereby imputing her immorality by
emphasizing the one aspect of the beauty contest that had elicited a great deal of criticism.
Moreover, this statement disconnected her from her status as representative of the nation.
Rather, it was implied that she was a "floozy" who had strutted around half-nude in some
ill-conceived notion of competition. Her honor impugned, the reporter next asserted that,
The reconstruction of facts . . .revealed the energy, or perhaps we should say the ferocity, of the
young accused, who with great impertinence [coraje] during all of the proceedings demonstrated a
resoluteness and boastfulness that were far from making one believe that it was only the discovery
that her husband was already married that was the cause of this tragedy. There was something
much more, much deeper in the affair that may not even be possible to ascertain, to which the
court; very preoccupied to fix details of little importance, sloppily passing by fundamental facts
that, were they inquired into, would likely be revealed as the touchstone of the 'tragedy. 131

The journalist detailed the arrival of the policemen, litigators, and reporters at her
house, and noted the large number of curious onlookers who had gathered outside. The
description of the house itself was contemptuous, sneering at the small rooms, the
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deterioration and quaintness of the furnishings, the narrow and humid hallway, and the
poorly whitewashed and scraped walls. Of particular note was the small sitting room in
which Vidal met his demise. It was designated ''one of the shabbiest rooms in the house,"
measuring no more than twelve cubic meters, and crammed full with an assortment of
furniture. The approximately fifteen tiger skins which covered the floor and furniture
invited one reporter to quip, "What with so many tigers, it's no wonder she became a wild
beast." In the article, this comment is used to develop a portrayal of her as predatory and
fierce.
And so she seemed to be [a wild beast]. Her gleaming eyes gave off sparks of rage. A little
nervous, but revealing even more her enonnous h-npertii,ence, waitihg to be interrogated. She
viewed everyone with profou.nd contempt- almost with hatred.132

The judge, "who always reserved his best smile for the accused, was so attentive
that from time to time it seemed he desired to be the object of her attention," requested
that she reconstruct the events of the tragedy. Landa led the group first to the dining .
room where she'd first read the paper that revealed Vidal's bigamy. They then proceeded
down the hall to the small sitting room where Vidal had sat reading a book. Landa
repeated the words the couple had exchanged, pointed the gun at her chest to simulate her
threat of suicide, then aimed it toward the now-empty sofa and pulled the trigger of the

.44 caliber pistol six times. Th.e prosecutor noted the exertion required for her to fire
such a hefty weapon, and requested that she consecutively pull the trigger again so as to

132

Ib ]'d ., .)"'1 .

86
ascertain whether or not she truly had the strength to do so. She responded angrily, pulled
the trigger seven times in a row, turned toward him, and asked "Do you want more?" El

Nacional found in this exchange yet more evidence of Landa's demonic character.
The ballistics experts then came in and, following protocol, asked her to re-create
the shooting. During this process they elicited from her what the reporter deemed the
first, and only, indication of despondency she exhibited that day. Ballistics expert
Colonel Talamante lay upon the blood-stained floor, precisely where Vidal had fallen,
while Landa simulated how she'd embraced her husband as he lay dying ai,d wrapped her
arms about Talamante. "Her eyes produced two tears, which she angrily tried to hide,
drying them." 133 Her failure to display "appropriate" grief led the reporter to view her as
cold-hearted and unrepentant of her crime.
The autopsy later revealed that the first shot hit Vidal in the breastbone, sending
him reeling back to\\rard the couch in time to receive the second bullet, which ricocheted
off the wall and lodged in his cheekbone. The other four bullets also bounced off the wall
and lodged in his back, thigh, gluteus, and cranium. 134 The official report of the ballistics
experts, presented some weeks before the trial, would corroborate Landa' s version of the
homicide (which was essentially the same as she detailed in her autobiography).
There followed a series of interrogations of Landa and her family by the judge and
the prosecutor. (Landa's defense lawyer refrained from questioning the witnesses.) These
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inte1Togations apparently revealed no new information. The group then proceeded to the
"lovers' bedroom." 135 The reporter seized this opportunity to take a broad swipe at Landa
and Excelsior, when it was observed "Some fine woman that reactionary newspaper
chose as winner of their contest! A good little woman of filth .. .just look at how dirty the
bedspread is!"
Following this observation, the reporter noted that the prosecutor requested of the
judge that he be permitted to search her bedroom, which was in tremendous disarray. The
judge denied him, stating that it was "not important." The article sarcastically criticized
this decision, and ended with a question posed.by one of the assistants to the prosecuting
attorney. He asked, "Isn't it strange that Sra. Landa, the mother of the accused, upon
hearing the detonations, ran immediately to her daughter's side rather than first going
outside to the balcony to see if.something had happened out in the street?"
Thus the perspective of El Nacional essentially portrayed Landa as a hemothymic
personality, 136 and such a characterization echoes historical fears of female anger. 137
Interestingly, evidence for such a characterization was not necessarily found in the mere
act of killing of her husband. Initially, the paper was equanimous about the entire affair.
Rather, it was found in her display of willfulness, anger, resoluteness, and impertinence

135R· amrrez,
,
136p erson

137

33 .

.
ly desrres
. to coffiI111t
. murder.
wh o msane

Toe most obvious example is Ecclesiasticus' oft-quoted assertion that "There is no wrath above
the wrath of a woman," which certainly provided support for the Malleus Maleficarum. Natalie Zemon
Davis provides other examples in Pardon Tales and their Tellers, 79, and endnote 13, 189.

88

during the reconstruction; and was bolstered by such "immoral" behaviors as posing in
public in a bathing suit and not keeping the bedding sufficiently clean. These
characteristics would later be overtly tied to "modern" women who were educated and
who frolicked in jazz clubs, theat~rs, cinemas, and swimming pools. Modem (i.e.
"irrnnoral")womanhood was linked to reactionary sentiment when the newspaper

Excelsior defended her. And finally, the legal institutions of the court and police,
excepting the office of the prosecutor, were viewed as biased in her favor. This bias was
perceived as primarily due to the powerful sway of her physical beauty, thereby
characterizing Mexico City's legal personnel as a bunch of saps who placed the beauty of
a demonic woman over the imperatives of justice. El Nacional would develop this
perspective over the course of her internment and during the trial.

Excelsior, on the other hand, continued to simplistically depict her as a victim of
betrayal. Art.ides published throughout her imprisonment emphasized her docility,
submission, and obedience before police and prison officials 138 as well as her deep
mourning, grace, and beauty. Her suffering and illness were depicted as reactions to her
despair and the·gl~orp. of the prison environment. All persons who testified against her
were denounced as "false and slanderous." 139 Photographs accompanying the articles
always showed her dressed for widow's mourning, thereby suggesting an honorable
woman deep in the throes of pious grieving. The articles belabored her repeated
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declarations of love for her husband, and emphasized that she prayed regularly to the
Virgin of Guadalupe for the benefit of his soul. The paper also headlined her claim that if
the jury did not exonerate her, she would kill herself, for she would not be able to
withstand prison. 140
Amid the polemic media coverage, Landa endured her imprisonment with
difficulty. She suffered from persistent insomnia and fainting spells, and lost a great deal
of weight. Yet she found solace in her mother's daily visits, her sojourns to the small
garden at the center of the compound, reading books, receiving words of hope and
consolation from her famous lawyer, and receiving the attention of her new friends
among the female prisoners. The final words of her autobiography give some hint as to
what she hoped for as well as a notable lack of regret.
Liberty means little to me; but should I obtain it, I will dedicate my hours to repaying the
consolation of my parents and relations. I will end the long hard passage of all those consumed by
despair . .. and I will carry this burden along the uphill slope that is my life: . .Repent of all that I
have done? Who knows! I prefer to cultivate with alJ sublime love the memory of Moises already
dead than to hate him in iife for destroying in me the most precious part ofhumanity ... the heart! 141
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CHAPTER 6: THE TRIAL OF MISS MEXICO

The "most important trial of the year," 142 began on November 28, 1929 at 4:00 in
the aftemoon. 143 After prosecuting attorney Luis G. Corona, 144 defending attorney Jose
M. Lozano, President of Debates Judge Ignacio Bustos, and the audience were seated,
Maria Teresa selected from a large um, or anfora, the names of the twelve jurors who
would determine her fate. 145 Once the jury and the accused were seated, Judge Bustos
read the charge of the prosecution; that she was guilty of the crime of homicidio simple,
or unpremeditated murder, which carried a penalty of twelve years in prison.
According the 1884 revised Penal Code, the name of homicidio simple is given to
that which is not premeditated, nor committed with advantage [ventaja], with malice
aforethought [alevosia], or in treachery. The Articles stipulate various circumstances
under which crimes are to be considered homicidio simple. Intentional simple homicide
was indicated under three circumstances: 1) When the homicide was committed upon a
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known descendent. 2) When the homicide was committed upon one's spouse~ except in
the case of Article 554 (which carried four years of prison to the spouse who killed when ·
surprising his/her spouse in the act, or approaching the act, of consummation of adultery.)
3) When the homicide was committed without apparent cause and only by the use of
brutal force. 146 Landa would be tried under the second section of Article 552, which
stipulated that twelve years of prison wo1uld be imposed upon the person guilty of
int(?ntional simple homicide.
It {s also importartt to note that the charge of intentional simple homicide, which
provided more lenient penalties than the charge of premeditated murder, was given to
those who killed their own family members. In other words, when one killed a member
of one's ovvn family, such a crime would generally be viewed as simple homicide rather
than premeditated murder. In effect, the law viewed domestic killings as less criminal
than non-domestic killings.
Judge Bustos proceeded with his interrogation. Landa gave her by-then familiar
version of the story. When the judge asked how she remembered her husband, she
answered, "As the love ofmy life." 147 Under the judge's questioning; some new
complications developed.
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competition she had, indeed, wom a bathing suit; that she had not appeared nude in
public as the judge, alluding to some photographs, suggested she had. 148 She also had to
answer for her parents' admission that soon after their daughter's wedding they had
received anonymous letters that charged Vidal as a bigamist. Landa said that her parents
never told her about these anonymous tips, for they had believed that they were merely
some form of harassment or prank, 149 and insisted that she had been completely ignorant
of Vidal's marital status until the fateful day she read about it in the newspaper.
Additionally, Landa countered the charge that she had been Vidal's lover prior to the
marriage. The prosecution would bring several persons to the witness stand to testify that
they had seen her visit Vidal at his home on several occasions before they were wed. And
finally, she claimed that the letters she had received from her close friend Herminia
Mirancha, which advised her to defend herself with cushions when the general beat her
and reminded her that when he was finally gone they would happily celebrate with
passionate kisses, were nothing but a joke, simply a joke. 150
Lozano reacted strongly to the Bustos' s interrogation. He protested that the judge
was biased against his client, that he deliberately distorted the facts, and that his manner
of procedure was closer to immorality than mere irregularity. 151 In all, he lodged four
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fonnal complaints, for which he was vigorously applauded by the overwhelmingly fe11!_ale

audience. The judge struggled to maintain order as they continued cheering, and was
forced to remind the audience that if anyone exhibited any partiality in the case, they
would be immediately removed from the courtroom.
The crowd quieted, the judge next defended himself against Lozano' s charges.
His defense revealed the beginnings of the not-so-subtle contest of machismo among the
primary litigators of the trial. This contest carried over into the daily newspapers, with El
Nacional siding with Corona and Bustos, and Excelsior siding with Lozano, and

surprisingly constituted a substantial portion of the trial discourse. In response to a
specific charge of Lozano's, which apparently implied that Judge Bustos was too timid
and old-fashioned to handle thls sort of case, the judge rather bizarrely answered that
Lozano' s charge was unfounded, for he'd seen several women nude and he'd never once
been afraid ... except when the women were ugly. This sort of repartee among Lozano,
Bustos, and Corona would continue throughout the trial. This verbal sparring suggests
that the litigators understood, consciously or unconsciously, that perceptions of their
machismo would influence the jurors' final decision ..

Bustos completed his interrogation ,vith an impromptu attempt to steer the trial
toward the confines of formal law. The exchange began when he asked Landa if she had
been given sufficient time to reflect upon her defense that she had acted to defend her
honor. But apparently she misunderstood the question, for she answered instead that she
had acted "as an automaton." Bustos then pointed out that her assertion that she had
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acted in defense of her honor was unnecessary, that it had "no reason to be.~'
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reason given for this assertion did not make it into the press, but it appears as though the
judge recognized in her claim that she had acted as an "automaton" a defense of what
modem jurists might term "temporary insanity" or "extreme emotional disturbance."
Furthermore, it is certain that Bustos well knew that the penal code made provisions for
crimes committed under emotional duress. Yet Lozano opted nano pursue this sort of
defense. Likely he had t\vo reasons for this: first, many of these provisions carried prison
sentences (for example, the aforementioned Article 554 stipulated four years of prison for
·killing one's adulterous spouse caught enflagrante delicto), and second, popular juries
tended to be sympathetic toward claims of acting in defense ofhonor. 153 It seems that
Lozano anticipated that he could win a complete exoneration with a claim of acting in
defense of honor.
His interrogation completed, Bustos handed the reins over to prosecuting attorney
Luis Corona. During Corona's opening remarks Lozano interrupted several times,
protesting various details. Bustos responded by fining him. Lozano finally silenced,
Corona proceeded to present his hypothesis of what had occurred between Landa and her
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husband. He suggested that the couple had quarreled bitterly the night before, prompting
Vidal to sleep on the couch. Corona noted that Vidal, who usually went about the house
in his pajamas after waking, was fully dressed. He also pointed out that the gun was not
in its holster, and, furthermore, that the charge of bigamy held no penalty for Landa
herself, implying that she had no justification for being so upset. 154 He saved his
speculations as to what had "really" occurred for later in the trial.
Corona then began his cross-examination of Landa. He began by showing the
jurors three photographs, which he'd had enlarged. In the first, La..,da "reclined halfdressed on a bed, blowing voluptuous columns of smoke from a cigarette. The second
was the nude spread, with a mischievous little cat nearby, and in the third, the greedy
pussycat seeks sustenance at the breast of the young woman." 155 Marfa Teresa blushed
with shame (verguenza), and said that they were merely whims of being in love with a
camera in hand.
Corona concluded by saying that no one could understand the defense's
conclusion that she was a woman who had acted in defense of her honor. Where, he
argued, is evidence of this honor?
Lozano briefly addressed the jury. He began by protesting the admission of the
photographs as evidence, for he maintained that during the enlargement process they
could have been altered. He noted that the image of the nude woman and cat alluded to
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the Decameron, implying that they might be considered art rather than pornography. He

further argued that these photos represented nothing but the desire of a married man to
have some little keepsakes of his beloved. And "with the brilliance peculiar to Lozano,
he exploited the situation to point out the prudishness and absurdity of the prosecutor." 156
Lozano received a standing ovation for his efforts. Bustos once again struggled to retain
order, and Lozano concluded his "interrogation" (he never questioned his client). And so
the first day of the trial was concluded, amidst the cheers and hoots and whistles of
Lozano' s appreciative audience.

****

The trial resumed the ·following morning in an atmosphere of relative calm. This
· tranquility was due to Bustos's controversial decision to exclude any member of the
audience who was not seated in a chair. As the seats had been sold at high prices, this
meant that the class composition of the audience had changed considerably. El Nacional
noted that the result of Bustos's decision was that "the public that we might call "cheap''
had vacated the courtroom, leaving only those persons who were well-dressed, women
with beautiful faces, and wealthy, romantic girls." 157 Those who had not purchased seats
gathered outside the windows, hoping to catch a glimpse of what went on inside. El
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Nacional praised Bustos's decision, even though "it upset those who sought the
absolution of Marfa Teresa de Landa, with their applause and flowers as if they were
attending the coronation of a heroine who had returned triumphant to the city she'd
· previously conquered with her 'beauty and pulchritude' ." 158 In this passage, El Nacional
implied that it was only those "common" persons of the lower classes who failed to see
the "true" nature of Landa: that she was nothing but an indecent, shameful, and dangerous
man-killer.
· Bustos initiated the proceedings, after calling the names of the jurors and
witnesses, with a reminder to the audience that they were prohibited, by law, to manifest
any indication of bias toward the accused. He noted also that if such actions earned him
the label of ''autocrat", as Excelsior had termed him in the previous evening's paper, he
did not much care. Bustos stated that his conduct had been absolutely impartial, and that
the young journalists of the city's newspapers were all clearly in love with the accused,
and therefore would never accept any of his actions or opinions that fell short of pure
devotion for Landa. Corona then jumped in to include his "two cents", arguing that in
order to avoid a miscarriage of justice, it was necessary to evict those tactless persons
who caused disorder, and that Bustos had actually approached the matter quite moderately
in that he had not banned the public altogether. Corona ended his statement with a

sarcastic jibe at Lozano. "I'm not a supporter of the expulsion of the public," he said
airily, "especially since this same public is indispensable to the work of the senor
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defender."

159

Lozano jumped to his feet in protest, emphatically denying that he needed any
help, much less the help of the public, and practically challenged the judge and prosecutor
to close the doors of the courthouse that very moment. He continued his rant, noting that
not all the newspapers in town supported his client, since one in particular, El Nacional,
had attacked her ruthlessly, showing no co11.sideration whatsoever for.the defendant.

El Nacional felt compelled to defend itself against such a charge.
El Nacional Revolucionario does not attack, it has been a faithful interpreter of what has occurred
in the courtroom, and we challenge anyone to find one single inaccuracy. If Sr. Lozano, i11 order to
call us impartial, wants that we change our mission from being essentially informative journalists
into defenders of the accused, creating around her an aura of purity and martyTdom, indignant
because the President of Debates does not ask the defendant, in a supplicati.'lg tone, 'Senorita, I
would like you to tell me how hands as beautiful as yours could shoot such an ugly pistol?', then
fair enough. Maria Teresa de Landa is a defendant, she is a delinquent who surely will not be
condemned, we can assure you of that. But to knowingly mislead our readers as to what we do is
something so immoral, that only..

:m being staw1ch supporters of this woman, who does not have

merits that are admirable, can we agree; this repulses the revolutionary press, permitting these fine
officials of the press [that flourished] during the yow1g days of Lozano [this references the
Porfiriato], which persists to this day, to call themselves representative of public opinion; and the
miserable deceit involved in presenting false facts and situations in order to sway the jurors and to
convince the society it informs that taking the life of a man is an act of nearly sublime nobility

[grandeza]. .. Enough of this involuntary digression. 160

The trial turned to the long list of witnesses to be interrogated that day. The first
were the various officials of the police department who had overseen the investigation,
who confirmed most of the known facts. The police investigators were followed by
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Rodolfo Martinez, brother-in-law of Maria Teresa Herrej6n, the twenty-three year old
first wife and widow of Vidal (she had married him when she was seventeen). Martinez
attested that the General had been an honorable and hardworking man, and who also
stated that he believed Landa had known that her marriage was false, and that she had
done it simply to appease her family.
Martinez was followed by his sister-in-law, Herrej6n. El Nacional presented her
very sympathetically, calling her ·" the only wife."

Sra.Maria Teresa Herrej6n, widow of Vidal, entered the room, sole wife of the de.c eased soldier.
Dressed for deep mourning, she appeared profow1dly sad and began by saying that she actually
lives in Xochimilco, where she is a manager in the office of the Ericsson Telephone Company.
She earns a salary of eighty pesos per month, 161 which goes to·maintain and care for her two young
daughters. "Nobody works for pleasure, Sr. President," she said in answer to a question, "I am
poor and I care for my children with complete affection, making sure they always remember the
name of their father."
"Aren't you inclined to declare a sentiment of hatred toward the one who killed your husband?"
"No, Senor. In all I will tell only the truth."

And she began to tell how she met the general, of her courtship and marriage, and stated that he
always treated her with the respect due a wife, not a lover. She has at her side [in life] her two
daughters. She speaks of her life with the general, saying that he was always loving, even when
they were apart, since he wrote letters full of affection. Every now and then she had heard that he :..
went with other women, but she never gave much credence to such stories until she heard he'd
married his second spouse ... Knowledge of this betrayal was horrible for her, but never did she
consider killing him, nor killing herself either. "It was enough," she said, ''that I have my two
daughters, whom I adore, and my religion, in order to know that I should live and that I should not

kill."162

.

.

She then went on to describe the arrangement she had worked out with Vidal; he
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" had agreed to paying a monthly pension of 150 pesos, and intended to sign over a portion
of his Veracruz properties to his daughters. Herrej6n said that she had attempted to win
him back, but that he had told her, "If I tried to return to your side right now, they'd bring
you my corpse." 163 She mentioned that she regularly brought her daughters (Mireya, born
June 15, 1925 and Zoila, born October 20, 1926) 164 to place flowers on their father's
grave. She also said that her husband was not fond of carrying a pistol, and that she had
never known about the .44 that Maria Teresa claimed belonged to him and that she had
used to kill him. The prosecutor ended his interrogation with the words, "It is a blessing,
Senora, that there are still honorable women like you in the world." 165
The prosecution next introduced a series of witnesses who claimed that they had
seen Landa visit Vidal at his rented apartment, at 4 Calle de la Republica de Chile, before
they were married. This evidence was key to establishing that she was not a woman of
honor, and Landa revealed her imperious side when she defended herself against
accusations that she'd been Vidal's lover before marriage. For example, one witness,
Arturo Jordan Castillo, the young son of Vidal's former landlord, testified that he had
brought the lovers a tray of soup and sardines. Landa snobbishly dismissed the child's
statement, saying, "Do you honestly believe that I would ever lunch on watery soup and
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sardines, or that aman like my husband would ever entertain a lady with such a menu?"

Landa attempted to discredit another witness, Consuelo Reyes Flores, when she pointed
out that this woman worked in the theater and that she'd had "shady dealings" with her
husband.
The "culminating moment" 167 of the afternoon occurred when Corona, during his
interrogation of ballistics experts General Gabriel Terres and Colonel Alejandro Pefia,
extracted from them the assertion that his hypothesis of the events was a possible
scenario. Corona began by undiplomatically stating that he was in complete disagreement
with the report submitted by Terres and Pena, particularly those aspects which he deemed
"fantastic, incoherent, and partial."
Corona then proposed his version of the events. The night before the shooting,
the couple had fought bitterly, and as a consequence, Vidal had opted to sleep on the
couch. The following morning, Vidal was lying on the sofa, perhaps asleep, but at any
rate unaware of the danger approaching him. Maria Teresa snuck up on him, and from a
short distance shot him in the head, leaving the burn marks 168 which later appeared on the
cadaver but which the ballistics experts had failed to note. Terres and Pefia could not
restrain their amusement at Corona's next claim, laughing outright at his contention that,
after being shot in the head, Vidal had attempted to sit up, thereby provoking Landa into
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emptying the rest of the barrel. Yet they demurred, bemused, when asked if it were
possible. "Yes, senor, it could have happened that way."
Lozano approached the stand with a smile and asked Terres and Pe:fia, "Isn't there
an infinite number of ways the shooting could have occurred?" They answered that yes,
there was. Lozano concluded, saying that was all, he had no further questions. El

Nacional defended Corona's "sensational hypothesis," 169 remarking that, while other
newspapers would surely judge it ridiculous and stupid, the fact remained that it might
very well be the truth. After all, the ballistics experts had agreed that it might be so.
Forensic experts were interrogated next, and they corroborated Landa's version of
the story. Additionally, Professor Benajamin A. Martinez, chief of the Identification
department of Police headquarters, noted that the location of the stain of blood, which
was some distance from the couch, also bolstered Landa' s version.
Several witnesses followed, the last of which was Landa's father, Sr. Rafael
Landa Tamayo . .The prosecutor asked him,
--Did you feel your honor had been injured when you found out that the husband of your daughter
was already married?

--Yes, he answered firmly.
--And if you had found yourself face to face with the General, would you have killed him?

--Yes.110

Sr. Landa further testified that, contrary to Landa's version in the autobiography,
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it was he who took the gun from his daughter. It is likely that she changed this aspect of
her story to provide further evidence that she had intended to kill herself, yet was
impeded from doing so-in this version, by her father forcibly taking the gun from her.
The trial ended with her father's testimony, at a little after 9:00 in the evening.

****

On the third and final day of the trial, the antagonism betwe~n Corona and
Lozano, and between Excelsior and El Nacional, erupted into a series of pointed and
personal attacks. The lawyers jabbed throughout the trial, and the papers printed their
respective diatribes the following day. Furthermore, Corona adopted a strategy of
virulently attacking the character of anyone and everyone who spoke in Landa's defense,
including Excelsior and the general public. And finally, followers of the trial listened to
the five-hour long pardon tale scripted by the "Prince of Words" during his closing
remarks.
The trial began at about 10:20 in the morning of November 30 with a series of
character witnesses for the defense whose main purpose was to attest to Maria Teresa's
pudor. Bustos first called Landa's brother, Rafael de Landa y Rios, to the witness stand.

Sr. Landa stated that he was twenty four years old, single, and a law student. Lozano
approached him first.
-Did your sister consider herself to be Vidal' s legitimate wife?
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- Yes, she did.
-And when she found out that her husband was already married, in what position do you believe
your sister felt herself to be in, and how do you consider it?
-As dishonored.
-Now tell me, as the brother of Maria Teresa, what would you have done if you had read the
denouncement [in the newspaper] and if your sister had not killed him?
-I would have killed him!

Lozano's interrogation concluded, Corona stepped in and proceeded to attempt to
discredit the witness with accusations of being a troublesome character from a violent and
aggressive family.
-Beautifnl family' The sister kills, the father has said that he ·would kill, and now the brother
assures us that he would do the same. I am going to ask you some questions ....
- But I tell you that I will not answer them because you have confused your role as investigator of
the truth with that of slanderer and insulter of my sister.

Bustos then reminded Landa' s brother that he would be imprisoned if he refused
to answer the prosecutor's questions. The prosecutor resumed his interrogation.
-You have been detained by the police numerous times? Nice. You injured a student? Lovely.
The student you wounded was named Garcia, and you were expelled from school? Aha! So it is

certain that they expelled you from the Preparatory school for your bad conduct?
-You are a liar! As much a liar now as when you spoke of my sister, whom you have insulted ....

-Ah ...you grow abusive! But just imagine for me the affectation of silk pantyhose and false
eyelashes ... Now tell me, sefior, if you can truly show me the honor of your sister. Do you believe

it proper to p~rade about in a bathing suit?
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-I will not answer you! 171

Apparently Bustos chose not to punish Maria Teresa' s brother, despite his .
previous threats, and so the trial continued. Landa' s brother was followed to the witness ·
stand by two of his friends, Teodosio Monalvan and Santiago Zuniga. Montalvan stated
that Consuelo Reyes Flores had testified of things that she had only heard of, but had not
actually seen. (Recall that Flores had been a witness for the prosecution, asserting that
Landa had made premarital visits to Vidal at his apartment at 4 Calle Chile.) Rather than
questioning details of the testimony, Corona attempted to discredit Montalvan himseif by
accusing him of sleeping during the day, fathering an illegitimate child, and using
cocaine. 172 Zuniga sw ore, like Montalvan, that Flores' testimony w as completely false,
that it was only because she had once had intimate relations with Vidal and had become
vindictively jealous that she had testified against Maria Teresa. 173 Corona followed a
similar line of questioning, ultimately criticizing Zuniga for attending law school while
his "honorable and noble" 174 older sister worked to support the family. Under Corona's
scorching interrogation, Zuniga blurted, 44 I'm a witness, not a defendant!" 175
Victoria Dominguez was called before the jury next. She had been the chauffeur
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assigned to drive Landa around the city during the hoopla following her victory in the
"Miss Mexico" beauty pageant. She attested to Landa's honorable character and said that
Landa had never been allowed to drive the automobile unsupervised, thereby countering
charges that Landa had used the car for illicit visits to Vidal. Corona, chivalrously
perhaps, did not interrogate her.
Gonzalo Espinosa, editor of Excelsior and organizer of the ''Miss Mexico" beauty
pageant, was called next to testify as to the honor of the Landa family. However, the
prosecution seized this opportunity to question both the morality of beauty contests in
general and the professional ethics of Excelsior' s journalists. This line of questioning
sparked a flurry of interruptions by the litigators as they jockeyed for the chance to
question Espinosa and to thereby express their respective views. As this debate unfolded,
the role of the media in the courtroom, the respective integrity of the litigators, and the
questionable morality of the new cultural ethos emerged as major points of contention.
Lozano began his interrogation, after establishing Espinosa' s age, place of
residence, marital status, and occupation, by asking the witness what his impression was
of Landa' s parents. He answered, "That it was a middle-class marriage between
honorable persons." 176 Upon further questioning, he added that he had found Maria
Teresa to be more naive than the other contestants, and claimed that she had been verv
reluctant to exhibit herself at Esther swimming pool. She had done so, he said, only
because her friends had urged her to. Corona interjected to question whether or not
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Espinosa truly believed that the other contestants were less moral than Landa. Espinosa
replied, "No; Maria Teresa was less savvy [despierta, lit. "awake"] and more modest, for
this she was selected among the rest of the you.11g women." Here, Espinosa attempted to
distance Excelsior from accusations t.l1at it had sponsored a grossly irnmoral event by
claiming that its primary criterion in selecting its beauty queen had been modesty.
At this, Lozano jumped in, asking Espinosa ifhe thought beauty contests were
immoral. Espinosa answered, "No, if [they] were, ~·Jueves de Excelsior" would not have
organized it." Judge Bustos then interrupted, making an interesting distinction between
events and their participants. "One moment ... ," he began,
this question of the defense can be misinterpreted. It has not been said here that the pageant was
immoral, but rather that the persons who have taken part in it [are immoral]. Like a theatrical
review, which can be artistic, yet it can [also] be asserted that the people who take part in it are
immoral. 177

Espinosa replied with a plea to foreign practices. "These types of pageants,
organized by journalists, take place not only in Mexico, but throughout the world." The
judge then asked if, because Excelsior had sponsored the pageant in which Landa had
triumphed, it felt obligated to support her in all of her actions. Espinosa answered that
the newspaper's policy was simply to "pursue justice," and that if favored no one in
particular. The judge continued briefly, and then handed the interrogation to Corona.
Corona began his attack, asking Espinosa ifhe thought it congruent with journalistic
ethics to attempt to sway the jury in order to acquit Landa. Espinosa replied that his
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paper had tried to do no such thing. Lozano intervened, saying that newspapers have the
right to express opinions. Corona then returned to his tack of questioning the integrity of
the witnesses themselves, and asked, "What kind of life do journalists live?" Espinosa
refused to answer, stating that it had no bearing upon the trial. Corona replied, "I have
already shown you that other journalists speak of the matter [of journalistic ethics]
differently." Espinosa said, "Yes, so say those journalists who flatter you ... [but]

Excelsior has censured you for your poor performance and has made you out to be a
public official who has not fulfilled his duty."
After a few more exchanges of this type, the prosecutor erupted in a fit of pique.
As each newspaper described his words in significantiy different ways, both versions are
included here.
According to Excelsior, Corona said, "Yes, tomorrow I await the "bath" that they
are going to give me, but no matter, I have always lived in obscurity and I will return to it,
but I have fulfilled my duty ... [which is to] show that Excelsior has made apologies for the
crime. " 178 According to El Nacional, Corona said, "It does not matter to me to fall into
the powerful clutches of you people and I wish to demonstrate that, despite the lies that
have continually been printed in Excelsior about this jury and in general about the trial of
Maria Teresa de Landa, I have been fulfilling my duty, and I feel myself to be an

honorable man." 179
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In Excelsior, this passage comes under the heading, "The fiscal attacks
journalists," implying that Corona was against newspapers in general. In El Nacional,
this passage comes under the heading, "To the stomach," implying that Corona had struck
a mighty blow in the name of justice. Not surprisingly, Excelsior omitted altogether the
fiscal' s additional charges that it was an industrial company that existed solely to earn
money and was completely devoid of ethics. (Corona would later further describe the
paper as "yellow" journalism akin to that of the Hearst press.) El N acional also prefaced
this section with a small piece of editorializing, noting that, while Corona was well aware
of the fact that he would be, for some time to come, "object of the most harsh attac.ks, he
valiantly confronted the representative of' Excelsior ', putting into stark relief that the lies
that they will say in this daily about his person mean nothing to him in exchange for
feeling content that he had fulfilled his duty." 180 Thus, the revolutionary press depicted
Corona as a sort of knight in shining armor, willing to stand up before the overwhelming
forces represented by Excelsior and say, "D~ your worst! I'm not afraid of you." The
reactionary press, on the other hand, highlighted Corona's "obscurity", thus suggesting
his mediocrity and incompetence, as well as the idea that Corona perceived his "duty" to
be an attack on Excelsior.
The different reactions of the newspapers suggest tensions between the stillstrong, culturally more-sophisticated Porfirian elite and the newly-empowered,
comparatively less urbane revolutionaries who largely hearkened from rural villages.
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Furthermore, the revolutionaries depicted Mexico City's reactionary elite as an
overwhelming, capitalistic, and inherently degenerate force.
Related to these tensions were questions of competence and merit, for Mexican
elites had increasingly (at least since the Liberal reforms of Juarez, and arguably since the
Bourbon reforms of the late 18th century) attempted to legitimate·their socially superior
position in meritocratic terms. These presumptions of "justified" superiority inevitably
led to questions of position within the male hierarchy, and thus implied notions of
manliness in general. Hence, Excelsior's critique of the fiscal's performance struck
Corona as a blow to his integrity as a man. Therefore, Corona felt compelled to defend
himself in terms of "fulfilling his duty" and being "honorable," while simultaneously
pointing to the avaricious and immoral nature of his adversaries.
Additionally, this passage reveals that the role of mass media in jury trials was
clearly a troublesome issue. Both litigators made valid points; Corona questioned the
newspaper's right to attempt to affect the outcome of a trial while Lozano defended the
newspaper's right to freedom of speech. Historically, the United States attempted to
resolve this nettlesome issue by sequestering juries, and Mexico sought resolution by
eliminating popular juries altogether. This issue would continue to color the trial
throughout its remaining hours.

The final witnesses were brought before the stand. The only one among them of
particular note was Sr. Gutierrez Pelaez, whom the fiscal mistook for a different Pelaez.

fo a rather embarrassing blunder (which El Nacional made no note of), Corona began by
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asking Pelaez if he was very rich, and added that he knew that Pelaez was the proprietor
of all the houses on Calle de Minerva. This apparently was intended to lead to Corona's
eventual accusation that Pelaez had bribed the jurors. Pelaez strenuously denied having
done any such thing, at which point Lozano stepped in to clear up the misunderstanding.
There has been a grave confusion with you, Sr. Pelaez: the Pelaez to whom the agent refers is the
ex-governor of Sinaloa. Regarding the bribery, do you know that what the fiscal says is a very
typical scheme by these men when they believe they are defeated? In this way, under the threat of
bribery, [the jurors] are led to various places by agents of the Judicial Police [in order] to pressure
them and ... frighten them. 181

Corona immediately reacted with the understanding that he had risked alienating the jury.
In a rather half-hearted attempt to smooth things over, he said, "Do you know that bribery
attempts have been made of all members of the tribunal and that some have resisted the
temptation? Do you know that the jury is actually very honorable?" Pelaez responded,
"What is the point of these questions? That I know of this?" 182 Corona ended his
examination.
The final parade of witnesses ended, the court recessed at 2:00 PM for
approximately two and a half hours. During this time, approximately two hundred
mounted police struggled outside the courthouse doors with the scores of people who
scuffled to find a way insi<:le to occupy the temporarily-vacated seats.183 At around 4:40
PM, Judge Bustos announced that court was again in session. Corona approached to make
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three requests before embarking upon his closing arguments. First, he wished to declare

that the jury was honorable. If any attempts had been made to bribe them, it was their
honor which compelled them to turn such bribe attempts down. Second, he was nervous
that a reporter from Excelsior, who was sitting next to the radio transmitter, would
sabotage his closing arguments by tampering with the machinery, thereby preven!ing the
Mexican people from hearing what he had to say. ( Excelsior poked fun at him for this,
implying that he was excessively vain.) Corona therefore requested that the reporter sit
elsewhere. Judge Bustos acceded to his request. And finally, Corona asked that Maria
Teresa's mother, who was sitting beside the accused, sit elsewhere, preferably in a church
to pray for the soul of her daughter. Sra. Landa y Rios moved to a chair in one of the
front rows of the gallery.

Excelsior, relentless in its criticism of the prosecutor, introduced Corona's closing
arguments thus. "And so began the fiscal, with hollow voice, his speech recalling the stale
legend of the song of the sirens of Ulysses." 184 Corona began by likening the oratory of
Lozano to the siren's song in Ulysses, and said that he and the jury had to be like Ulysses
and "awaken sleeping consciences, in [which reside] the most important principles of
honor; to make brilliant the light of justice so that criminal gallantry, which is formed
only from the false sentiments of women, disappears." 185 At an early point in his speech,

Lozano made a small movement which interrupted the prosecutor. Excelsior chortled at
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the prosecutor for repeating a few phrases of his speech, "like a schoolboy repeating the
opening verses of a fable" in order to spur his memory. Again, Corona's competence as a
lawyer was called into question. Corona continued that this "criminal gallantry" offends
true feminine morals, which are embodied in the mother, wife, sister, and grandmothers
whom we all know and love. He argued that these "saintly" women cannot be compared
to these "defectors" from true femininity who are simply "skeletons of disgrace, prison
and mark of Cain." He continued that it is necessary to avoid an unjust absolution, to
keep in mind what are truly the rights of women and their social significance in their
evolution through time. He then referred to the theory of Darwin to assert that women's
role was to complete the lives of men, to be men's hope and glory, ~d, pointedly, to be
defended by men. Women, on the other hand, were obligated to "smile at pain" and to be
"praised for [their] maternity." Corona then recalled women from ancient civilizations to
illustrate his point that
woman has always been nourished with pain, the Virgin of Galilee among others. This is woman,
woman; the other, no. She who is educated with the bad example of the cinema and the theater,
she who studies the position of the pistol, she who defends herself with shouts and fuss, this,
no ... 1s6·

Corona turned to the witnesses for the defense and bluntly described them as
either degenerate or untruthful. He pointed to Lozano, and said that he had not been
wounded by the defender, and that it would be unjust if the "Prince of Words'' were to
become the "King of Streetgirlf [Rey de la Chicana]. He then turned to Maria Teresa
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and said that she had always been terribly vain and proud, and that the greatest proof of
this was her refusal to eat the lunch of soup and sardines that Vidal had offered her. He
then, rather bizarrely ignoring the circumstances of the crime, argued that her claim that
she had intended to kill herself was a "true heresy" for everyone knows that women
always write a "little note" 187 before they kill themselves. In his critique of Landa,
Corona compared her to Cleopatra and Salome. He described Landa as typical of
"flappers", who are of the elite class and ''turncoats with all types of physical and moral
defects." 188 He argued that they cannot enter the workforce because they are too proud
and too frail, and that their mission in life is "to triumph in contests of nudity and
intimate scenes of lust." 189 Addressing the jury, Corona said that the jurors should not
"echo the lamentations of failed sisters and impotent females." 190
Corona next addressed the crime itself, and here there is a discrepancy between
the two newspapers. Excelsior claimed that Corona "regretted his absurd explanation of
the accident," 191 but that he maintained that it was clear from either version of the event
that Landa was the killer and therefore guilty of simple homicide. El Nacional, on the
other hand, stated that Corona considered either of his two hypotheses to be valid, that the
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ballistics experts had supported his theories, and therefore Landa was guilty of simple
homicide.
There followed an hour-long diatribe against the metropolitan press, during which
Corona indicted Excelsior for defending Lai-ida' s crime, and asserted that the only thing
that had shielded Landa from punishment was the "prize [she won] in the contest of
nudity [and] vanity." 192 He argued that the accused was nothing but a vulgar criminal
who had abandoned her duties.

In an ironic twist, Corona asserted that it was the revolutionaries, not the elites,
who were at the forefront of culture, asserting that Landa
ignores [the fact] that times change, that morality imposes itself, that the jurors here today ... are
honorable men who will uphold their duty and not insult Mexican women, blessed and noble, who
could not be confused with this delinquent, who is nothing but flesh which vibrates to its own love,
to lust and to crime and knows only the frivolity of death. 193

Corona in essence argued here that traditional morality was an inevitable correction to the
degenerate morality of modernity. Interestingly, in this passage the notion that "times
change" refers not to modernity, which was a part of Mexico's past under the Porfiriato,
but rather to a change back to essentially pre-modem ideals of womanhood. Hence, the
idea seemed "new." Therefore, Corona could claim that Excelsior, which he perceived as
capitalistic and protective of loose women, had "always been against new ideas." 194 On

192 R
193

.
58 .
armrez,

"Maria Teresa fue absuelta ... "Excelsior, 8.

194R
.
. amrrez,

59 .

116
the other hand, Corona did indeed embrace a more modem notion of justice--a court of
law that would punish despite the gender or beauty of the defendant and which was free
from the whim of the populace.
Continuing his diatribe against the press, he addressed the editor of La Prensa,
mocking the assertion that the paper had conquered the hearts of the people in one month.
1

He stated that, to the contrary, it was an insignificant little paper which catered to the
estate class, and that it never circulated among ''persons of reason." Corona then
disparaged its account of Landa's story, which depicted the accused as a "heroine,
exhibiting her in photographs, kneeling, imploring the commiseration of the public." He
held the book up in his hands and said,
[T]his is an indecent, lousy book by the editor of this periodical published as "The Memories of
Miss Mexico." The President of the Republic has already requested, gallantly, as he always is, that
this dirty production not be published, yet here it is. A work such as this approaches treachery to
the nation.

195

This book was probably Landa's autobiography, "Confidencias de 'Miss Mexico'", and it
would be striking, if true, that President Calles went so far as to discourage its
publication. In any case, we again see Corona, and the nation, struggling to control the
influence of mass media in the courtroom.
The prosecutor then articulated a message of sympathy for El Nacional, saying
that, while the paper had never offered him praise (quite untrue), he nonetheless admired
its honesty in realizing its goals and its devotion to noble causes. He added that this
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newspaper had maintained a position of rectitude and equilibrium in its presentation of all
information.
Corona then turned his sights on Lozano, claiming that ever since the esteemed
lawyer had served as Minister of Com..111tL11ications under Huerta, he seemed to have
forgotten the Penal Code, and perhaps this was why Lozano had incurred so many
inaccuracies. Furthermore, Corona noted,
Perhaps the defense comes to repeat, discreetly, that which many people say in jest and in
seriousness; that to kill a general is not a crime, because to kill a soldier is praiseworthy. Greater
infamy cannot be conceived of. Soldiers were the ones who gave us our country and whom we
venerate as heroes. 196

Surprisingly, this observation did not make it into the revolutionary press. Perhaps it was
considered too sore a point to risk calling attention to any further. In any case, the quote
further illustrates the defensiveness of the revolutionaries. Additionally, Corona said that
he believed Lozano when he said that "flappers" do not kill, and that Lozano should
similarly recognize that beautiful women ought not be immune from condemnation.
Corona concluded his closing arguments with a reference to Landa's behavior
during the reconstruction of the crime, stating that she exhibited rage, throwing furniture
about the house, rather than disconsolateness, and he exclaimed, "If she did not cry then,
how can we pardon her today?" 197 He added that punishment would be her redemption,
that by returning her to her cell the jury would prevent her from returning, with jeweled
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hands, to the door of the cabaret, and that in prison she would pray for the man she killed
and in that way draw nearer to God. After her time was served, she would return to the
bosom of society dignified and redeemed. And thus Corona concluded his closing
arguments, while Lozano prepared to assume the stage.

119

CHAPTER 7: A PARDON TALE FROM THE "PRINCE OF WORDS"

Jose M. Lozano, the "Prince of Words", devoted an astonishing five hours and
twenty minutes to his closing arguments. Both newspapers deemed his oration eloquent
and artful, and the only real difference between the two was that Excelsior published a
great deal more of it. The long-winded speech was as much about the la"')'er himself as
it was about Maria Teresa. For the sake of brevity, those aspects of the oration which
focus on himself are only touched upon, while th.ose which directly address the defense of
Landa are delved into more deeply.
Jurors, Sr. President of Debates, Sr. Agent of the Public Ministry: Andre Moroy says that when
Benjamin Disraeli was promoted to the abbacy of England, the day before he was exalted to his
new position, the old man walked on the arm of his friend in the House of Commons. He
contemplated the bench from which he had officiated, the bench of the Crown, the walls. After
having examined it all, he left Parliament and by the light of the lanterns he [Andre Moroy] saw
that torrents of tears streamed down the cheeks of Benjamin Disraell. It was his farewell .. .I feel

the same melancholy to arrive at this court, because I never shall return to it . , .Beneath the rule of
praetor Bustos and of fiscal Corona, I conclude my career. 198

With this startling declaration, Lozano began his monologue. Rambling yet articulate, he
wandered from point to point, and he seized as many opportunities as possible to
reference his knowledge and admiration of western European culture. In this way he
emphasized his cultural sophistication before the judge, jury, and prosecutor. He further

portrayed himself as a victim of sorts, contending that Bustos and the fiscal were not truly
against Landa, but rather against Lozano himself. If they could find a way to acquit Miss
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Mexico while defeating him, they would be only too happy to do so. Furthermore, he
depicted himself as frail and avuncular, saying good humoredly that, at age fifty-one, he
was on the western slope oflife, and that if he had lived in Australia, where cannibals eat
their elderly, he would certainly have been consumed by now.
As he proceeded through his oratory, he slyly established his opinion of the
Revolution. He noted that he had been offered a congressional seat for the state of Jalisco,
but that he had turned it down because he did not ever again wish to mix himself in the
world of politics. He had served under the "jackal" Huerta, but he said he was content
that the Huertistas had been defeated, that Mexico ought to be ruled by whichever party
the masses dictated. He then promptly stated that although he considered himself to be
"profoundly Mexican", he intended to "exile" himself to Sorrento, where he would spend
his remaining years writing his memoirs. 199
He pointedly asserted that he was not a lawyer, although he admitted that he was
grateful to the profession: it had been the "donkey" that carried him through life.
Lawyers, he said, have a mentality similar to that of a cook or chauffeur, always seeking
to formulaically apply the law like a recipe, perfectly adjusted to the demands of the penal
code. He was not that sort of lawyer; he would rather be an "untidy Machiavelli than a
competent crook. " 200 In this way, he provided justification for his evasion of the penal

code. He then nostalgically recalled his twenty-five years as a lawyer, recalling with
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respect his esteemed colleagues over the years, tossing out such names as Diodoro
Battalla and Demetrio Sodi. And then he turned to his analysis of the witnesses for the
prosecution.
He began by admonishing Pastor Corro, brother of General Vidal, who had
officiated over his brother's wedding--all the while knowing that the marriage was false.
This same pastor was now a fugitive from justice, having fled the policeman sent to bring
him to testify in this trial after robbing the gendarme of his clothing and weapons.
Lozano declared, "He is the Iago who prepared all of the infamy Landa has suffered."201
Lozano then addressed the witnesses from number 4 Chile street. He dismissed
them exceedingly lightly. Of one, he implied that she was too fat to be taken seriously.
' Of another, he said she was nothing but a busybody. He did bolster his argument against
the busybody by saying that he found it unlikely that she would have remembered t_he
exact date General Vidal showed up at her house asking to rent a room. During this
exposition he recalled his numerous travels to France, and his lifelong desire to see
Cecilia Sorel perform on the stage. When he finally did manage to see her, it was a
wonderful event-but, he could not now tell you the date. This was offered as evidence
that the witnesses's memory was similarly constrained, and that she therefore must be
lying. The only witness that was legitimately discounted was the nine-year old child who
said he'd brought the lovers the infamous lunch of soup and sardines. Lozano noted that
bringing a person so young to the stand was prohibited by Mexican law.
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Lozano then turned to defend himself against Corona's charge that he did not
respect the revolutionary army.
Sr. Agent ... I emulate you in your love

for the Army.

All its history forms part of my being and

my heart, and I do not make distinctions [among the various incarnations of the Mexican army].
As much the Anny that was commanded by Emperor Iturbide as the one directed by the disastrous
Santa Anna as the one which had for its chief the distinguished Juarez, like the one of the austere
Porfirio Diaz or that of General Calles, for me all these Mexican armies are good and beloved,
representing the strong arm of the State. They are always martyrs in vigil. I love them in their
defeats and their triumphs. The dawn of May 5th is an epiphany in my heart. With its defeats my
soul is frayed. And more: I declare, without reticence, that I hold in highest estimation General
Amaro, who lives in a crystal house and challenges the light of the sun and the lens of the
microscope. I esteem him because he has disciplined the Anny and he has been efficient, brave,
and respectful. And no less do I make distinctions of General Vidal. From my lips will not leave
an opprobrium nor criticism of him.

202

By describing the revolutionary army as but one of Mexico's many armies, Lozano
managed to appear respectful while diminishing the Revolution's claim to uniqueness.
Rather, he depicts the Revolution as merely yet another faction struggling to power in
Mexico.
Lozano concluded his praise of the army by saying that if anyone deserved
reproach, it was the General's brothers.
Lozano next turned his double-edged sword on Judge Bustos, _offering the dubious
praise that finally, on this day, the judge had behaved with the impartiality that was
expected of him.
Lozano then presented a series of points. He sarcastically dismissed Corona's
charge that Landa had been involved in a lesbian affair with her friend Herminia.
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(Unfortunately, exactly what he said did not make it into either newspaper account.) He
claimed that the letters had been taken from Landa's house unlawfully, and chastised the
prosecutor for keeping the Landa family exiled from the home for two months while the
police investigated it. He claimed the photographs were fake, despite his previous claim
that they were taken by Vidal and were intended only as keepsakes of his love. He briefly
criticized El Nacional for attempting to "stain the name of Mada Teresa de Landa.'' 203 He
described the deep sadness of Landa's mother, and said that Landa had been treated
cruelly by the prosecuting attorney.
And then Lozano focused his attention upon an analysis of the "modem woman
type."204
An entire philosophy assures us that the life of Humanity is conditioned by economic factors and
by women. Hunger and love are the two axes ofali Humanity. Hunger already was studied and

scientifically translated in the historical materialism of Karl Marx. It lacks the action of woman.

I remain devoted to know and understand the two conflicting views summarized in immortal
allegory . . Upon Florence-with. Rome and Jerusalem the blessed womb of this world-the plague
rained down. Wagons of the dead pulled out daily from the city of the Medici. An illustrious
courtesan offered her country home to a group of youths of both sexes and there they gathered,
presided over by Boccaccio .. .To the lugubrious ringing of the bells, evocative of death, answered
the cries of joy of the youths wh evoked Eros, father of desire and symbol of life.
Here began the influence of woman ... The Renaissance began, but woman did not emerge: all are
famous nuns.

In the age of weapons, woman is silent, we imprisoned her in the gynoecium.
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When woman arose with decisive influence was later ... The French 141h century is great and a
peak of history because by then woman had made her triumphal appearance ... And finally we
come to the reign of the flapper. We examine the grave sins that have been imputed to Maria
Teresa de Landa. [When] the agent tried to extract from lawyer Alvarez Icata a condemnation of
the customs of Maria Teresa, he said, ''It is the feeling of the age, it is the evolution of the age" ..

.I am not going to condemn the flapper, I am only going to show her characteristics. How is the
modem woman educated? She begins [her] education in school, which is now characterized by
mixed education: from six years [of age] she begins to have contact with men. Later she has the
unique spectacles of the cinema, where [are depicted] all scenes of lust, and ~jazz" which conveys
all the African concupiscence. [Of these dances, it has been observed] that "what today is done
vertically used to be done horizontally."
And in the theater, above all in Mexico, where high comedy does not exist, the lessons that are
obtained could not be less edifying. But who needs such spectacles? There is enough in the street.
The women typically go about half nude. Revealing the lG1ees or with the knees just covered. She
exposes the armpits to free contemplation and the neck [of her clothing] is so wide that it permits a
view of the inciting cup of the breasts ...
I went to Sardinia and there I saw women, descendants of the Tudors ... who exhibited themselves
nude, that is to say, as they have here said that Maria Teresa exhibited herself nude, in a bathing
suit. Is this less immoral than the old-fashioned way? When I see the sanctimonious horror of the
fiscal and the President of Debates have for nudity, I wonder: are they lost Quakers? Are they
Trappist monks newly arrived in the city? ...
Maria Teresa was born in this ambient, with "bobbed" hair and with the nudity of clothing. She is
unwittingly a flapper because the norm makes her so. Before her act [of homicide] many men
were astonished. It is because that we men carry so many millennia of ruling women, of enslaving
them, of murdering them, that when someone [does such a thing] it frightens us. What is this, that
woman too has a heart? We do not concede her the right to passion. A woman's passion can only
be for crying or in spasm. 205

Lozano then stated that he believed Vidal had deceived and married Landa because he
was truly in love with her. He said he believed that Vidal sent love and forgiveness to his

wife from his place in eternity. Lozano spoke respectfully of the chaste life led by Maria

205

Ibid.

125
Teresa Herrej6n, yet said that such a life could not have been lived by Landa for she had
been born in the capital city, where "life is a farce." 206 "Now, referring to the guilt of
Maria Teresa ... I should say that this guilt is that of all contemporary women, who go
from the tennis court to the church to get mai,ied." 207

In the above passage lies the heart of Lozano's pardon tale. Yes, he said, the way
women behave these days is startling. But that, in and of itself, is not sufficient to prove
that they are not honorable women, and certainly is not sufficient to prove that Landa
herself is not honorable. By placing the burden to prove Landa' s lack of honor upon the
prosecutor, Lozano merely had to reference the tens of thousands of other women in the
world who acted just as she did, and argue that if Landa lacked honor, then they did too.
Rhetorically, he stretched.this very thin by asserting that if Landa was "guilty"-which of
course referenced the homicide-then all contemporary women were guilty as well. Yet
such was the nature of the defense of honor: the focus shifted from the act itself to the
question of the honor of the pe~etrator.
Lozano proceeded to take his arglllllent further still by criticizing male
perspectives which historically had failed to see women as fully hlllllan, and by attaching
this viewpoint to his adversaries in court. In his mockery of the prosecutor's "horror"
before the behaviors of modern women, Lozano further imputed his cultural retardation.

The most surprising aspect ofLozano's argument, however, was that he claimed that
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women, too, have "a right to passion." In short, Lozano admitted women the "right" to
behave as violently as men, even if it were toward men. Ironically, the huertista was a
feminist, and astonishingly, the all male jury supported him.
Lozano bolstered his argument by introducL.,g the customs of Cuba, North
America, and Europe. He claimed that women from these places commonly went about
lightly dressed and that many even smoked cigarettes. He argued that this should not be
cause for alarm or condemnation, for it was merely the way of the modern world.
As Lozano was jittery from too much caffeine, and exhausted from the effort of
speaking for so long, he requested a 10 minute break. When he returned, he started anew,
likening Landa to Othello who killed Desdemona when he suspected deceit. Discovering
that she was little more than a concubine to Vidal, and that she had been grievously
dishonored, what choice did she have but to kill as well?
He further argued that she killed not out of covetousness, but because she had
been dishonored, because she deeply loved her spouse, and because she feared going to
jail for bigamy. Furthermore, the ballistics experts did not really support the prosecutor's
hypotheses, but rather the version told by Landa herself.
Lozano argued that her crime had not been premeditated, apparently countering
the charge the Landa had commissioned him prior to the homicide. He claimed that, to

the contrary, it had been Excelsior that had approached him after the shooting occurred.
He said the family was in fact quite poor, and had struggled to scrape together the 2,200
pesos he charged to defend her.
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He also expressed admiration for the institution of the popular jury, and lamented
the fact that soon it would disappear.
I love the popular jury, because it is superior to the judges of law. Because its components dictate
their judgments not glued to the letter of the law but rather by the hearts of men, as the jurors do of
the severe justice of England. The great redeemers of Humanity do not come from the universities,
but rather from the village ... Ah, the crimes of women! If Maria Teresa de Landa were to be
judged by a judge of the law, her condemnation would be irremissible; but, luckily, men of heart
will decide her fate, and taking into consideration that it was a crime of passion, surely they will
absolve her, because crimes of passion have been absolved throughout the world.
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Lozano's ingratiating comments to the jury stand in stark contrast to Corona's
accusations of bribery.
He continued on, speaking of various other persons and artists who had killed, or
who had depicted in their work, crimes of passion. At long last, he concluded his speech
with an address to the jury.
I put the fate of Maria Teresa de Landa in your hands. Public opinion asks for her absolution. I do
not wish to make theatrical gestures, but I should say that telegrams from the entire Republic have
been received, from as far away as a newspaper in Venezuela, exciting me to defend this woman
with all of my soul; who, like all women has faults, but also they are faults that we could all have-to react in [such a way to] the conditions in which she was placed.209

He reminded the jurors that their number represented the twelve apostles of Jesus,
implying that they, as good Christians, should be merciful in their judgment. He ·
reiterated that LaJ1da had been symbol of the nation of Mexico and of Mexican

womanhood when she traveled to Galveston. He said that she had been simply
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devastated when she learned that the love of her life had dishonored and deceived her.
He noted that her poor mother had already cried many tears of misery. The audience,
nervous with anticipation and exhausted from the long hours of sitting, offered subdued
applause.
Corona returned to rebut a few points. Lozano responded briefly. Bustos ordered
the jurors out of the room to deliberate. Forty-five minutes later,just shy of 3:00 AM, the
jurors returned with the unanimous verdict to acquit.
Maria Teresa de Landa was immediately set free, and she walked out of the
courtroom amidst thunderous applause. But the spectators remained, their beauty queen
already forgotten., to continue their standing ovation and delirious acclaim for the ·'Prince
of Words." After some moments, Lozano was hoisted onto the shoulders of the crowd
and carried out of the old and crumbling Palace of Justice and off into the night.
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION

Overall, the story of Maria Teresa de Landa bolsters the view that historians

should not overemphasize continuity over change.210 Most of these ·changes were born of
the collision between urban elites and rural revolutionaries when the new government
marched into town·and attempted to assert its world view as the dominant, if not the high,
culture of the day. The types of changes which occurred fall into three broad categories:
class, law, and women.

It is generally accepted that one of the goals of social revolutions is to reconfigure
social hierarchies, and Mexico's revolution was no different. Of particular relevance to
this study, Mexico City witnessed a transformed constituency among its middle classes as
new members entered its ranks, both from above and below. Landa' s family had slid into
the middle class from a previous position of privilege, and likely embraced a different set
of values than those who had reached the middle classes from below. Presumably, the
values of those in decline would be more congruent with those of the Porfirian elite,
while those on the rise would likely hold values of the rural village or small city. This
collision between urban and rural world views strongly affected urban, middle-class
values during the 1920's. As it had been middle-class values which had been idealized

during the Porfiriato, such a destabilization of dominant social mores led to a dynamic
and contentious cultural milieu. "\\'11at was at stake was nothing less than the power to
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determine along which axes middle-class respectability was to be configured.
Evidence for this instability is seen in the widely divergent world views among
the litigators and the city's major newspapers. If, as Lata Mani contends, "women are
emblematic of tradition," then what is revealed in the trial is that some Mexicans
welcomed a change in "tradition" and others did not. That neither world view could
easily predominate suggests a distinct lack of cultural hegemony on the part of any classdefined entity. With no clear cultural hegemony, it was in many ways an open market for
the earning and allocation of status.
Landa' s story provides evidence that indicators of status were contested. One of
the more telling details of the story is that Landa is alternately described as "high-born"
(by Excelsior in its introduction of her to the Mexican consulate in Galveston), "middleclass" (by the editor of Excelsior during the trial), and "poor" (by both Lozano and El

Nacional). And, depending on the perspective taken, they were all accurate descriptions;
she was high-born (in terms of her ancestry), middle-class (in terms of her education and
ambition), and poor (in terms of cash resources). In short, traditional indicators of status,
such as honor and heredity, competed with modem indicators, such as capital, education,
and merit. While such indicators had been in competition for quite some time in Mexico,
what is notable is that the more modem indicators were now being applied to women as
well. This signified a sea change in attitudes toward how female respectability was
assessed.
The iegal system was in the process of comparable change. For centuries,
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Mexican jurisprudence had represented a blending of the informal and formal legal
systems. One result of this was that, as women achieved more power, it appears they
experienced a brief period in which they enjoyed the violent "privileges" of men; the right
to kill their spouses with relative impunity. 211 A factor in this process was the rise of
mass media. Newspapers and radios provided sympathetic and sensationalist coverage of
the trials of autoviudas, which, with unsequestered juries, undoubtedly affected the
outcome of the trials. Furthermore, that the papers provided such sympathetic coverage
suggests, at the least, public fascination, and at the most, public tolera.nce, for such acts
by women.
Additionally, it is clear that the confluence of modem and traditional, of state and
populace, created a rather chaotic application of the law and courtroom atmosphere.
Simply put, there are several aspects of Landa's trial that are likely to amaze modem
readers. From the way in which tickets were sold to the "show," to the peculiar spirit of
competition between the litigators themselves, to the frequent and flippant accusations of
malpractice and bias, to the heavy reliance upon circumstantial evidence, and, most
importantly, to the enormous weight given to the court of public opinion, it is clear that
Mexican jury trials represented a curious and complex blending of legal systems--a
blending which, it must be noted, sorely compromised the power of the state.

Hence, if it could be said that the reactionaries' victory in Landa' s trial was in
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This is difficult to establish with any certainty, because I do not know what previous rates of
acquittal for women accused of comparable crimes may have been. A topic for future research, particularly
for the.era following the 1929 penal code.
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effect to win the battle, then it must be acknowledged that the revolutionaries won the
war--at least in terms of control of the courts. The revolutionary government achieved an
historically unprecedented consolidation of Mexican state control over its legal system
with the promulgation of its new penal code on December 15, 1929, which abolished the
popular jury for civil crimes. As the state clearly did not share the populace's sympathy
for husband-killers, especially when those husbands were revolutionary generals, Landa
was but two weeks away from a likely prison sentence.
While additional research into the motivations of litigators to abolish the Jurado

popular is needed, it is possible to posit some of the likely outcomes. One of the most
important would be the sharp curtailment of the influence of the informal legal system,
along with drastic minimization of the impact of mass media in the courtroom.
Additionally, Mexicans likely lost a source of popular entertainment, and, presumably,
lawyers lost their movie-star status as well. Whether or not this change in the penal code
resulted in a decrease in crimes of passion or the use of the defense of defending one's
honor is a topic for future research. It would also be interesting to investigate how and if
popular conceptions of, and attitudes toward, the law changed.
And finally, Landa's trial suggests significant tolerance on the part of Mexico
City's people for the behaviors and characteristics of "modem" women. In particular,

despite Landa's open admission of anger, her high educational level, her clandestine
meetings with the general, and her flamboyant and highly public persona, the all-male
jury acquitted her of a crime of passion. Yet she was acquitted on the grounds that
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despite possessing such characteristics, she was deemed to sti11 possess honor. Thus,
honor continued to be a salient concept, yet the verdict reveals an acceptance of new
indicators of female honor. Pressured to choose between the traditional construct of
female honor, which kept women tightly bound to the private realm and was obsessively
focused upon issues of chastity, and the "new" woman who dressed differently, enjoyed
leisure activities, pursued a career and an education while maintaining close ties with
church and family, inhabited public spaces, and who limited her sexual activities to
marriage or engagement, the jurors chose the latter-or at the very least, maintained that
such a woman still possessed honor. As members of Mexico City's minority literate
population, the jurors were likely fathers, brothers, or husbands to such "new" women.
As the honor of families was generally premised upon the honor of its female members,
for the jurors to deny modem women honorable status would be to deny their own.
Additionally, Landa appeared to enjoy the support and admiration of women of all
classes. Indeed, her story seemed to resonate especially with women, and, despite the
Revolutionaries' blanket condemnation of women as too "conservative," these women
supported a modem woman who committed an unconventional act. To the degree that
Luis Corona represented revolutionary views, it seems that Mexican women were perhaps
justified in their attitude of suspicion toward the revolutionary government. Corona

essentially called for a return to a traditional model of womanhood, which would have
been of little practicality to Mexico City's urban, female, often employed and at least
minimaily educated, denizens.
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In sum, Landa' s pardon tales suggest significant erosion of traditional
perspectives on women. It has often been argued that the two archetypes which best
represent Mexican attitudes toward women are La Malinche and the Virgin of Guadalupe.
Yet the archetypes which loomed largest in Mai~a Teresa's imagination were the modem
women of western Europe and the soldaderas. Indeed, Landa exemplified a
constellation of traits (ambition, adventuresomeness, competitive spirit, willingness to
follow her husband into battle, etc.) which in many ways stood in direct counterpoint to
the ideals of traditional femininity. She simultaneously, of course, held onto a few
attributes of traditional femininity (such as her religiosity), but, as Knight suggests, these
traditional attributes functioned more as a "seasoning,'' making her transformation into a
modern woman more "palatable."212 And while Landa undoubtedly embodied these two
new archetypes to an extraordinary degree, the discourse of her trial testifies that their
influence was felt by many of Mexico City's young women (and men).

If one of the strongest indicators of modernization is that the female and the young
are both compelled and permitted not only to reject the cultural iconography of their
parents, but also to create and fashion a new one for themselves, then it appears 1920's
Mexico City was deep in the throes of cultural transformation. The Liberals had given
voice to women, and the Revolution had given voice to dispossessed, typically young,
men, and, while, as Landa' s marriage so tragically illustrates, there was no easy alliance
there, these new voices nonetheless dramatically altered the tone and tenor of twentieth-
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century Mexican discourse.
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CHAPTER 9: EPILOGUE

Natalie Zemon Davis muses toward the end of Fiction in the Archives that it
would "be interesting to know ... whether the happy ending of the remission letter-pardon and a good name--was as easy for a woman to enjoy as for a man when she got
back to her village or city street. " 213 Happily for historians, the lives of modem women
are more easily traced. Far from psychological despair or social ruination, Maria Teresa
pursued a life that, given the tragic circumstances that so bloodily marked her youth, is
perhaps even more extraordinary.
In 1935, Landa completed her bachelor's degree, with an emphasis in biology. 214
Two years later, she earned her master's in literature, and in 1938 she obtained her
teaching certification. 215 She began teaching high school history in 1938, and in 1947 she
graduated cum laude with a doctorate in French literature. 216 She maintained over the
years positions of adjunct professor at the Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico in
French and Castilian literature, general inspector of secondary schools for the Secretaria

de Educacion Publica (the Ministry of Education), head of the Especialidad de Historia
Universal y de Mexico for Mexico City's secondary schools, principal of Secondary
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school number 22, and high school instmctor of Mexican and "universal" history. In
1948, she was awarded a gold medal for m~ritorious service by the SEP. In 1964 she was
awarded a silver medal and honorary diploma for 25 years of meritorious service by
UNAM. She also earned 3 additional honorary diplomas for her "social service." 217 She
appears to have devoted all of her intelligence, diligence, and ambition toward the
remaining years of her life.
Carmen Nava, currently a professor of history at UAM-Xochlmilco, was a former
high school student of Landa' s. She recalled her as an
elderly, prim, and proper woman. Her speech was fluid and with great command of the exact and
correct historical terms. She was courteous but rather distant and did not favor any relations with
students outside the classroom. I do not remember seeing her socializing with other teachers
either. Although she would not fit into the category of loner. You could always approach her in
the halls to ask a question but she would answer and dismiss you with a gesture or a long silence
which we interpreted as Hgoodbye."218

Professor Nava also noted that it had become something of a tradition for the
older students to "initiate" younger students into knowledge of their teacher's "scandal"
by bringing them to the Hermeroteca Nacional, which was just two blocks away from the
"Prepa 1," to look at the old newspaper accounts of what had happened. Yet no one ever
dared broach the subject with their teacher, and she, as would be expected, never brought
it up herself.

Landa voluntarily retired, claiming health problems, in November of 1986. She

2171bi d.
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was 76 years old, and had taught for nearly 50 years.

21 9

Further research would be required to obtain more knowledge about her personal
life, although there are some intriguing details: it does not appear she ever remarried, but
her curriculum vitae (in which she claimed to be 4 years younger) from 1966 reveals that
she claimed 5 dependents: one child and four "others."220 Professor Nava visited the
apartment at 120 Guillermo Prieto in the colonia of San Rafael, and was told by Landa's
neighbors that Landa had lived there for a long time. Landa apparently died in the late
l 980's or early 1990's, but she left the apartment to a man young enough to be her son and
who had, for as long as these neighbors could remember, always lived with her. He,
unfortunately, died some five or six years.ago. 221 Did she have a child out of wedlock?
Was she pregnant during the trial? Or did she take into her care a wayward child along
the way? Had she ever wanted to remarry? How did her relationships change after the
trial?
Much of Landa' s personal life remains obscured. Indeed, the most pressing
question, after all is said and done, is why she killed her husband. She and her lawyer
presented the story that they thought Mexico would accept, and accept it their nation did.
But Landa' s story was in time re-told as the story of a woman who killed because she was

219

220

?21

ADGP AA, Fondo: UNAM ..DGPAA: 89/ 131/7596:

Ibid.

- Carmen Nava, personal coLTespondence, October 200 l .

fed up with la mala vida.

222

139
While the trial was conducted within the context of honor,

the subtext appears to have been the uncomfortable issue of domestic abuse. Most
suggestive that wife abuse was central to Landa's actions were the letters written by her
close friend Herminia Mirancha. It is these letters, with their strong indications of la

mala vida and expressions of the young women's desire for freedom from Vidal's
oppression and subsequent plots to obtain liberation, that most strongly suggest that the
"feigned" elements ofLanda's story may well have been substantial. Unfortunately, the
letters received scant attention in the press and in the trial (why this was so remains open
to speculation) and so do not inform this study well. In any case, it is clear that what
"really happened" remains a mystery.
Whether intended or not, the death of her husband and her exoneration
signaled the rebirth of Maria Teresa de Landa's modem life. Had she remained married
to the traditional man who could not bear to let her out of his sight (much less allow her
to pursue advanced degrees and work outside the home), it is unlikely that she would
have been thus accomplished. Yet we are left to wonder if perhaps her many awards and
successes obscure those nights we can imagine in which she, like Laura in Katherine
Anne Porter's story, "Flowering Judas,"223 confronted her lover's face in her dreams,
"cried Nol, and at the sound of her 0'-''11 voice, she awoke trembling, and was afraid to
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"Flowering Judas" was produced in a single burst of writing on a snowy Brooklyn evening--on
the ve.ty evening, in fact, that Maria Teresa was acquitted--November 29, 1929. Porter herself had spent
some time in Mexico City during the 1920's, and her story eerily echoes the discordant strains of Landa' s
saga.
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sleep again." Indeed, the absence of such nights would be the truest measure of the
success of her pardon tale.
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