Teaching Mariachi Trumpet Style

Although there is no single way of teaching mariachi style to beginner students, critical
listening to recordings is essential. When it comes to trumpet, the most influential mariachi
performer is Miguel Martinez. He is widely credited with single-handedly creating the mariachi
trumpet style. Students will derive great benefit from listening to his performances on Mariachi
Vargas de Tecalitlan recordings from the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s, which illustrate
his style in great depth and breadth. His influence is also evident in the more contemporary
recordings of both the Mariachi Vargas and other leading mariachis, such as Mariachi Sol de
México, Mariachi Los Camperos de Nati Cano, Mariachi Cobre, Mariachi México de Pepe Villa,
and Mariachi América de Jestis Rodriguez de Hijar.

Young trumpet players should try to internalize and imitate the sound and style of these
recordings. Critical listening will also make standard mariachi articulations and tonguings more
accessible. Students can also try to make connections with the violin bowings ahd the strumming
patterns (mdnicos) of the armonias sections, as these articulations often mirror those of the
trumpets. Whenever possible, observe the rhythms of ballet folkldrico dancers, as they too reflect

many of the articulations of the guitars, thus providing the trumpets with a guide.

Vibrato
The recommended way of acquiring and adapting a traditional mariachi trumpet vibrato is to
develop a jaw vibrato. Use a metronome to create a process by which the student subdivides the
beat into increasingly smaller parts. Steve Carrillo of Mariachi Cobre recalls being taught to

perform the characteristic mariachi vibrato many years ago, by one of today’s greatest mariachi
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trumpet players, Federico Torres, also of the Mariachi Vargas de Tecalitlan. Instruct your
students to perform the following exercise regularly, repeating as needed:

J=60 Trumpet vibrato exercise
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Play the first note normally. When the next note is introduced, drop the jaw slightly. Repeat this
process throughout the exercise. Use a metronome to clearly reinforce the rhythmic subdivisions.
When this exercise is mastered, trumpets will be able to oscillate in time; the individual students’
vibratos will match because they are replicating the exact subdivisions. Make sure the vibrato is

controlled, not spread or wide.

Tonguing
Articulation patterns—tonguing, in particular—are rarely written in mariachi sheet music by
arrangers. Understanding of what constitutes accepted “mariachi style” is often simply assumed,
so it is up to the mariachi instructor to provide guidance as to how to articulate in a stylistically
appropriate manner. Besides its characteristic vibrato, mariachi trumpet articulation is slightly

different from that cultivated in band music. One such important difference in mariachi style is

the way the staccatos are produced. When a staccato is performed in band music, it is usually
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achieved by producing a short “fu”” sound. In mariachi music, however, the staccato is actually

closed at the end, so a “fut” articulation is performed. Here is an example to help clarify:
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Since it is difficult to know precisely when to employ particular articulation patterns, several
examples of popular mariachi music are provided below. Note, however, that these are merely
suggestions. As noted earlier, both students and teachers should develop the habit of regularly
listening to mariachi recordings to begin internalizing and imitating the style. Regular attendance
at mariachi conferences will help both teachers and students learn to articulate in a recognizably
“mariachi fashion.” All the examples that follow are written in concert keys, so the trumpet parts
are already transposed.

The “Mariachi Circulos Warm-Ups” are provided at the end of this section. These exercises
were originally created to teach and drill the typical armonias chord progressions. Thus, while
the armonias are practicing specific chord changes, the trumpets (and violins) may

simultaneously cultivate the typical bolero sound:

Bolero
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“Las Mafianitas,” the ubiquitous birthday song and Mothers’ Day serenade, is one of the most
frequently performed pieces within the mariachi repertoire. The instrumental introduction and

middle transition section of the song are presented here. Notice the total absence of slurs:

Las Mafianitas
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The typical endings of rancheras in 7 time may be given various interpretations. Here is an

example of one way to articulate this very common ending formula:

Ranchera ending in 3/4

. b, Y
i —— et
S — - 2 #
Q) 1 1 e & » F e b

The polka and the closely related ranchera “polqueada” are two genres integral to the
mariachi repertoire. Observe the following example of a typical articulation pattern presented in

“Atotonilco,” composed by Dr. Juan José Espinosa:
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Mariachis customarily play a variety of musical genres, a number of which require the
production of a lyrical timbre. Sebastian Yradier’s world-famous “La Paloma” demonstrates the

danza habanera genre with its distinctive lyrical sound:
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LaPaloma
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The style that demonstrates a totally unique mariachi sound is the son jalisciense. Three well-
known examples of this genre, “Camino Real de Colima,” “El Reldmpago,” and “La Negra,”
have been presented below. Notice all articulations; they are not what non-mariachi trumpet

players would have typically chosen to play:

Camino Real de Colima
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El Relampago

Proper articulation of the traditional ending patterns for the son jalisciense is another
often neglected but stylistically critical aspect of trumpet playing. Here we demonstrate two of
the most common:

Son endings
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Trumpet Scales

(Common Mariachi Keys)
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