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Abstract

The rapid growth of the Hispanic population in the USA is leading to a Latinization of many areas 
of American social life. The paper examines the development of mariachi iconicity and its trans-
formation from a rural tradition to a national construction symbolizing Mexican identity in the 
American urban setting. In the process of transculturation the ‘mariachi movement’ keeps its ethnic 
traditions of Mexicanness and undergoes constant changes while incorporating new trends from 
American popular culture. Mariachi bands are required to maintain an extensive repertoire of tra-
ditional Mexican music as well as performing interpretations of current popular music. US trans-
national media corporations have promoted the image and sound of mariachi and have popularized 
this music to a broader ethnic audience than just the Chicano community in the USA. Mariachi 
iconicity in the USA has become a unique part of American Mexicanidad.
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The USA has recently been experiencing major demographic changes, with a rapid growth 
of the Latina/o population originating in the Spanish-and Portuguese-speaking countries 
of Central America, South America, and the Caribbean. In 2000, the US Bureau of Census 
showed that the number of Hispanics in the United States (excluding the Commonwealth 
of Puerto Rico) had reached 35.3 million, which constituted 12.5% of the total population. 
The statistics for 2010 indicated that the number of Latina/os in the USA had increased to 
50.5 million and accounted for 16.3% of the population. In 2010, people of Mexican origin 
comprised the largest Hispanic group, representing 63% of the total Hispanic population 
in the USA (up from 58% in 2000).1 Three quarters of Latina/os remain concentrated in 
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the South and West, with just two states, Texas and California, containing about half of the 
Hispanic population (Portes 271-272). Although this is a highly heterogeneous group, the 
US Latina/os are often represented as sharing a common identity, giving rise to the concept 
of Latinidad, defined by Valdivia as “the process of being, becoming, and/or performing 
belonging within a Latina/o diaspora” (53). 

The great proportion of Latinidad comprises Mexicans, who are the main subject of 
this article. Mexican immigrants who cross their northern border for political, economic or 
social reasons leave a mark on the places they left behind and transform the place of their 
destination; thus, by creating their diasporic communities, they incorporate Mexicanidad 
into the American mainstream and enrich American culture with elements of their Mexi-
can heritage. This article describes the development of mariachi2 iconicity and its trans-
formation from a rural tradition to a national construction symbolizing Mexican identity 
in the American urban environment. The essay presents the process of transculturation in 
which the ‘mariachi movement’ is gaining popularity in the USA due to two reasons: it 
retains the ethnic traditions of Mexicanness, while at the same time undergoing constant 
changes and incorporating new trends from American popular culture.

Transnational mobility is a process which has a major impact – not only on the lives of 
migrants who travel to another culture, but also on the host culture itself. Because of the 
increasingly globalized nature of the world, cultural differences are no longer as clearly 
defined as they were in the past. The theory of transculturation challenges the traditional 
idea that cultures are internally cohesive and homogenous; instead it builds on the notion 
that cultures are interconnected and deeply intertwined. Thus, transculturation is based on 
a continuous change and transformation of cultures (Flüchter and Schöttli 2). This article 
analyses the transcultural phenomenon of mariachi music, which crossed the Mexican 
border and, once in the USA, evolved into a collective identity combining both a distinct 
Mexican heritage and a variety of cultural features characteristic of different ethnic groups 
in American society. It deals with the transformation of the mariachi tradition from a rural 
to an urban context, and it presents theories concerning the origin of the word ‘mariachi’ in 
French and indigenous languages. The following sections describe the pioneer bands per-
forming in Los Angeles, traditional instruments and costumes worn by the mariachis. The 
themes of the mariachi lyrics also reflect the process of transculturation, as the songs are 
not only Mexican in character, but often tell the stories of immigrants living in the USA. 
The article then presents the mariachi tradition in more formal American contexts, as fes-
tivals and conferences devoted to this musical style began to be organized in the USA and 
mariachi training entered the American school system. The following section concerns 
mariachi’s influences on other aspects of American social life, such as food and drink, 
religion and movie production. The analysis points out how the fusion of cultural elements 
popularized the mariachi tradition in broader ethnic circles, both Latino and non-Latino, 
and created a diverse range of performers not only in terms of ethnicity, but also in terms 
of gender and class. Mariachi is an example of Mexicanidad that has entered different 
spheres of American social life and still continues to transform itself.

Mariachi music can be found in almost all places in the United States, and it appears 
to appeal to different social classes of Chicano communities, whether they are Mexi-
can immigrants or acculturated members of the second generation. Mariachi music has 
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become a symbol of Latino identity for Latinos of Central and South American or Carib-
bean heritage. Mariachi refers to a collection of musical styles played by orchestras that 
evolved over many centuries. The mariachi groups clearly present Mexican identity, and 
their music is associated with the ranchera3 tunes of Mexican country music. Mariachi 
music has its origins in rural regions of western Mexico, in the state of Jalisco, and the 
city of Guadalajara, and it gradually grew to become the national Mexican style in the 
early 20th century. The urban mariachi tradition emerged in the post-revolutionary period 
of the 1920s (Murphy 115). In the urban context mariachi moved into public spheres, and 
performances started to take place in plazas and restaurants, but at the same time mariachi 
continued its traditional ways of performing in the forms of serenatas4 and participation 
in family celebrations. “In this way, mariachi maintained continuity with the past while 
adapting to the needs of a diverse urban population that desired entertainment mixed with 
social meaning” (Henriques 7).

Although it is difficult to trace the origin of the word ‘mariachi’, there are a number of 
theories. According to one of them,5 the word ‘mariachi’ comes from one of the languages 
of the indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica and means ‘musician’ or the tree from which 
mariachi guitars are made. Other scholars6 trace its meaning back to Franco-Mexican con-
tacts, claiming that ‘mariachi’ is a corruption of the French word ‘marriage’ since mariachi 
music is typically played at weddings. According to another theory the name originates 
in a festival in honour of the Virgin Mary H. (pronounced may-ree-ah-chay)7 (Shaw and 
Dennison 20).

The world’s centre of mariachi activity is Plaza Garibaldi in Mexico City. When Mexi-
can immigrants started to come to the American Southwest, they brought their music with 
them. Los Angeles has become as important a centre for mariachi music in the USA as 
Mexico City south of the border. The pioneer band that made this music popular among 
non-Hispanics was Mariachi Los Camperos de Nati Cano, formed in Los Angeles in 1961. 
Another group, Mariachi Uclatlán, formed in the same year at the University of Califor-
nia, promoted the inclusion of mariachi classes in the teaching curriculum of American 
schools. Some bands, like Los Camperos or Mariachi Combre, formed in Tuscon, Arizona 
in 1971, are traditionalists, whereas other groups perform a fusion of different music gen-
res: e.g. Sol de México of Los Angeles include jazz and pop in their musical performances, 
while Campanas de América of San Antonio play a mixture of Tex-Mexican and Carib-
bean music (Shepherd et al. 43).

Traditionally, the instruments used by the mariachis included a harp, violins, the vihuela 
(a five-string guitar), guitars and a guitarrón (a guitar with a bass sound). Later, a majority 
of the bands abandoned the harp due to its size, and in the 1930s the trumpet was intro-
duced. All players normally sing during the performance, though sometimes a vocalist 
accompanies them (Denzin 37). In addition to the unique set of instruments, mariachi 
bands are immediately recognizable due to the performers’ costumes. Today, mariachi 
groups wear a traje de charro (Mexican horseman’s attire), an elegant suit consisting of 
tight-fitting pants, a white shirt and a short coat. In the 18th century the Mexican ranch-
ers of rich families started to use colours and adornments on their charro suits. Another 
accessory was the botonadura, the silver buttons that line the outer side of the pants. Bot-
onadura, together with the black colour, began to symbolize wealth and power. “Today, 
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the codes of the charro suit in the United States elicit ethnic pride and emotions tied to 
the many important life events at which mariachis perform” (Pérez 148). Nowadays, the 
charro suit symbolizes manhood, nationhood and power and is an important symbol of 
Mexican identity (Denzin 36).

The Mexican identity of the performers is emphasized by distinctive artefacts such as 
sombreros and serapes. The performance venues are decorated with Mexican flags and 
frescos of haciendas bringing immediate associations with Mexico. The lyrics include var-
ious themes, such as folk ballads about the Tejanos’ clashes with the Texas Rangers, stories 
about immigrants living in the border region, or accounts of Latino drug dealers (Murphy 
116). Other topics of mariachi songs refer to love, machismo, betrayal, death, politics and 
revolutionary heroes. An important part of mariachi music is grito,8 which involves audi-
ence participation during the instrumental solo of a song (Denzin 37).

The mariachi bands perform in both public and private locations. They are hired for 
performances at Mexican restaurants or at family events such as birthdays and weddings. 
Some informally attired groups wander from bar to bar, offering their services to the cus-
tomers. Sometimes they play al talon, which means that they are paid a fee per song. Mari-
achis are expected to play any song the audience requests. While performing in public 
places the mariachi bands gain popularity, and then they are often hired to play at private 
family events (Denzin 36).

The mass communication media, such as press, radio, television and film, have also 
contributed to the emergence of the mariachi icon. “In fact, it was the golden age of Mexi-
can cinema that forged the visual and sonic stereotype of the mariachi as a rustic jaiscence 
ensemble composed of mestizos with an image closer to Europeans and distanced from the 
indigenous and the black” (Torres 239). The mariachi icon brings immediate associations 
with Mexican traditions; however, the fusion of different cultural elements gave the mari-
achi popularity in various non-Spanish-speaking countries. At first, mariachi music was 
perceived as exotic in nature, but it soon began to represent Latin American heritage (Tor-
res 139). The Mexican government has promoted mariachi music as a symbol of Mexican 
identity by organizing worldwide tours for mariachi groups, e.g. The Ballet Folklórico de 
Amalia Hernándes (Stavans 467).

The popular media9 helped to reinforce the folkness of mariachi. Mariachi music has 
gradually developed as the quintessence of Mexicanness in the USA. Firstly, the songs 
are sung in Spanish and therefore seem more exotic for the American audience. Secondly, 
the performers play the guitarrón and vihuela – instruments which are unfamiliar to the 
majority of Americans. Thirdly, the charro suits worn by the mariachi bring immediate 
associations with Mexico. This commoditization of mariachi has prompted interest in this 
music in wider ethnic circles than just the Chicano community (Lornell 264).

It is interesting that mariachi music enjoys higher prestige in the USA than in Mexico, 
the country where it originated. “Chicano and Latino populations in the US have a greater 
tendency to regard mariachi with pride (and at times nostalgia) as a Latin cultural achieve-
ment, and as a communicative bridge to their culture of origin, whereas in Mexico it has 
become a feature of the cultural landscape” (Stavans 467). The development of mariachi 
music from its origin in the rural celebrations of Mexico to its contemporary position in 
American society reflects its growing prestige. Mariachi music emerged as the primary 
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musical representation of Mexican nationalism, and this meaning was sustained and elabo-
rated when Mexicans migrated to the USA. The rural folk music has been transformed into 
an urban phenomenon symbolizing ethnic pride for both Mexicans and Mexican Ameri-
cans, especially as the mariachis appeal to broad audiences including members of other 
ethnic groups, both Latinos and non-Latinos. Mariachi has proliferated throughout the 
USA, entering new entertainment spaces and creating a diverse range of performers in 
terms of gender, ethnicity, and class. Additionally, the mariachi ensembles have become 
an environment where tolerance, respect for diversity and destabilization of exclusion can 
be achieved by members of ethnic groups who feel marginalized in the US society. The 
performances also prove that despite stereotypes concerning Mexicans in the USA, mari-
achi skills deserve respect.

The Chicano movement of the 1960s and 70s brought issues of racism against Mexicans 
in the USA to the forefront of American politics in the Southwest. As a consequence of 
political struggles from that period, cultural expressions of Mexicanness, such as mariachi 
iconicity, became permanent markers of Mexican identity. Another result of greater pub-
licity for Mexican issues was the creation of mariachi groups in American public schools 
and the creation of the phenomenon known as the mariachi conference (Henriques 18). It 
has been possible to study mariachi music in American universities since 1962. The first 
International Mariachi Conference, held in San Antonio, Texas in 1979, started the so-
called “mariachi movement”; since that time, many similar events have been organized in 
various American locations, generating new audiences (Shepherd et al 43). 

The popularity of festivals and conferences, especially the Tuscon Mariachi Conference 
in 1983, encouraged the organization of the International Mariachi Conference in Gua-
dalajara in 1994 (Torres 139). Tuscon has become one of the centres of mariachi music, 
and its conference is held annually, attracting mariachi artists from both Mexico and the 
USA. There are numerous other festivals taking place in the USA at different times of 
year, e.g. Corpus Christi, Texas; Phoenix, Arizona; Whittier, California; Houston, Texas; 
Fresno, California; Brackenridge, Texas; Wanatchee, Washington; Anaheim, California; 
Albuquerque, Texas; San Jose, California; Chicago, Illinois; Las Vegas, Nevada; Washing-
ton D.C. and Las Cruces, New Mexico (Tatum 46). By the middle of the 1970s mariachi 
music was taught in the schools of Texas, and later in Arizona and California. This music 
was often heard in small restaurants and cantinas, and then larger restaurants started to hire 
mariachi ensembles to perform more formal shows on stage. “These changes in status and 
performance situations have helped mariachi to a somewhat more diverse audience and 
have also diversified its racial and gender makeup” (Lornell 265).

After the introduction of mariachi training into the American school system, hundreds 
of women of all ethnicities started to learn mariachi performance. The first known female 
mariachi group in the USA was Las Generalas, formed by Maria Elena Muñoz in Los 
Angeles in 1976. Another group, formed in Topeka, Kansas in 1977 by Teresa Cuevas and 
Consuelo Alcalia, was Mariachi Estrella. As the response to the public’s demand to see 
more female mariachis, professional groups started to form, such as Sol de México and 
Mariachi Los Camperos (Ruiz and Sánchez-Korrol 421). Nowadays, mixed male-female 
mariachi bands are becoming popular (Shepherd et al 43).
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During the mariachi performance it is possible for women to display behaviours not 
traditionally ascribed to females; however, the distinctions between male and female 
roles have become accentuated. The female mariachis meet the gender expectations that 
characterize the traditional Mexican culture. Women mariachis emphasize their sexual-
ity and wear feminized versions of the traditional charro suit. “By creating women as 
a highly feminized Other, traditional mariachi directors protect the macho image of the 
mariachi genre” (Pérez 156). The female mariachis replace the traditional black colour 
of the charro suit with pastel colours. The all-female group Reyna de Los Angeles (Queen 
of LA) wear pink suits to emphasize their femininity. Another group, Mariachi Angels 
Del Cielo (Angels from the Sky), from San Antonio, Texas, wears powder blue and white 
suits symbolizing goodness and purity. These visual codes symbolizing femininity stand 
in opposition to the traditional black charro suit that is identified with male conceptions of 
wealth and power (Pérez 156).

Female mariachi’s sexuality is also emphasized by the instruments women play. They 
are guided towards playing certain instruments which allow the women to look nice 
while performing with them. Women are discouraged from playing the trumpet because it 
requires the exposure of saliva and distorts the face. Another instrument which is not aes-
thetically pleasing for female mariachis is the guitarrón, which because of its size hides 
most of the female body (Pérez 158).

The iconic status of the mariachi in the Southwest has influenced aspects of American 
social life which are not connected with musical entertainment, e.g. gastronomy or reli-
gion. In Laredo, South Texas, there is a type of flour tortilla taco called a mariachi. This 
Mexican dish is a version of a taco filled with meat, folded and grilled (Arreola 171). The 
religious issue concerns the incorporation of mariachi music into the sung sections of the 
Roman Catholic Mass. This idea originated in Cuernavaca, Mexico, where it is called the 
Misa Panamericana or Misa de Mariachi. This concept has been adopted in Los Angeles, 
where the first Misa Panamericana was performed in 1968 at Saint Joseph’s Church on the 
feast day of Our Lady of Guadalupe (Loza 92).

The Mexican media industries have maintained a close relationship with U.S. transna-
tional media corporations such as NBC in the promotion of Mexican music, thus popular-
izing the image and sound of mariachi throughout Latin America, Spain and the American 
Southwest. The international audience was able to see and hear selected versions of mari-
achi as an authentic representation of Mexican identity. In this way “mariachi became part 
of a media-produced expression of Mexicanidad that mixed entertainment with nationalist 
sentiment through idealized versions of the past” (Henriques 23). The exemplary director 
of Hollywood movies with mariachi icons in the main roles is Robert Rodriguez. The title 
character of his film El Mariachi (R. Rodriguez, 1992) is a musician seeking employ-
ment, who carries forward his family’s proud traditions. He is mistaken for a notorious 
killer and a drug dealer (a Mexican called Azul) because both carry guitar cases and wear 
black. However, the content of the cases differs: El Mariachi’s case contains a guitar, 
while Azul’s hides a weapon. This mistake triggers a series of events which finally trans-
form the honest musician into a killer. El Mariachi is a generic Latino who fights as best as 
he can for the just cause of providing protection to his surroundings. The film tells the story 
of how a legend is created (Kleinhans 100). The sequel to El Mariachi, titled Desperado 
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(R. Rodriguez, 1995), tells a story of a Mariachi who pursues the infamous Mexican drug 
dealer, Bucho. In this movie Rodriguez provides new role models for Mexican-Americans, 
as they are not depicted as bad guys and as a Mexican actress, Salma Hayek, became a 
female lead in this Hollywood production (Levy 136).

Nowadays, mariachi has become so popular that more and more Mexican Americans 
are sending their children to mariachi lessons as a way of keeping them in touch with 
their ethnic heritage. Chicano music is constantly undergoing changes and incorporating 
new trends from American popular music. Mariachi bands are required to maintain an 
extensive repertoire of traditional Mexican music as well as performing interpretations 
of current popular music. What makes mariachi music distinguishable despite its broad 
repertoire is the use of traditional musical instruments, the unique costumes the performers 
wear, and the form of delivery. Mariachi iconicity in the USA has become a unique and 
undisputable part of American Mexicanidad. Selected versions of the mariachi tradition 
are offered to audiences in the USA as an authentic representation of Mexican cultural 
heritage. However, it is increasingly difficult to define the cultural expressions as authentic 
and indigenous since the migration of rural populations to urban regions and the constant 
influence of other popular trends, prompted by mass media, alter whatever has been con-
sidered genuine and authentic. What we can observe is the process of transculturation, 
in which two cultures in contact – Mexican and American – are both influenced by each 
other. American culture incorporates Mexicanness, and Mexicanidad becomes a perma-
nent feature of the US cultural landscape, influencing it in broad ways.

Notes
1 <http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-04.pdf>.
2 Mariachi is traditional Mexican music played by mariachi ensembles who wear regional 

costumes.
3 Ranchera is a genre of traditional music from Mexico, literally meaning ‘music of the ranches’. 

Rancheras are closely associated with the mariachi groups which evolved in Jalisco in the post-
revolutionary period. Ranchera was conceived as a symbol of a new consciousness in reaction to 
the aristocratic tastes of that era.

4 Serenatas – a form of 18th century vocal music combining many features of cantata (a compo-
sition played instrumentally) and opera. The serenata is semi-dramatic in form, shorter and not as 
elaborately staged as opera.

5 The theory is presented on the website of Mariachi History and Tradition:  
<http://www.mariachi-plaza.com/mariachi-history.html>.

6 This theory is presented on the website of History of the Mariachi Puro Mariachi Foundation: 
<http://www.mariachi.org/history.html>.

The theory comes from the time in the 19th century when Maximillian, a Frenchman, was 
Emperor of Mexico. According to this myth, the mariachi was named by the French after the wed-
ding celebration. However, this explanation of the word ‘mariachi’ has recently been discredited; 
the use of the word has been found to predate the arrival of the French in Mexico.
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7 The theory is presented by Camille Collins in her article “What is the mariachi?” published in 
Mexconnect on 1st September 1998. http://www.mexconnect.com/articles/1875-what-is-the-mariachi

8 Grito is a shout similar to the ‘yeehaw’ of the American cowboy. It is usually performed by 
a singer after singing a patriotic song or by a very excited member of a crowd.

9 Popular media refers to types of media that have become popular in today’s technologically 
advanced societies. The term is also used in connection with interdisciplinary approaches bridging 
mass media and popular culture, including posters, videos, comics, cyberculture, internet blogs and 
music. In fact, mass media often determine what does and, does not make up the popular culture 
scene.
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