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Kans as CL..-it _y_, _M_i _s -so-u-ri-' s - Wi-e-st- s-id-e- i s-th_e_h_o_m_e_o_f_a_t _h_n_· v__.ing Mexican
American population. A host of visual markers distinguish this part of the city, 

including vivid murals on buildings and cars, bathtub yard shrines housing statues of the Virgin Mary, 
Mexican flags, and countless fliers stapled on to telephone poles proclaiming "jGran Baile!" -- community 
dances featuring both local and imported bands. One such local band, "Mariachi Mexico," plays frequently 
for community events. The leader of "Mariachi Mexico," Heriberto (Beto) Lopez, Sr., is currently a master 
artist for Missouri's Traditional Arts Apprenticeship Program, tutoring apprentice Antonio Sierra, Jr. in the 
art of mariachi trumpet playing. This essay is largely based on interviews with Mr. Lopez, Mr. Sierra, and 
three staff members at Kansas City's Guadalupe Center: Cristobal Medina, Cecilia Ysaac, and John Fierro. 
English translations of excerpts from interviews conducted in Spanish are added in parentheses. 

PART ONE 

History of the Mexican Presence 

in Kansas City, Missouri 

Mexican arrieros (pack train guides 

and traders) began coming to Missouri via 

the Santa Fe Trail when it first opened in 

1821. The magnitude of the trade on this 

route was impressive: it is reported to have 

employed on the average ten thousand 

men annually and required six thousand 

mules, twenty-eight thousand oxen, and 

three thousand wagons. 1 Prominent 

Mexican and New Mexican pack train 

schools in Independence, Westport, and 

Saint Louis, Missouri. 2 One such trader, 

Estevan Ochoa from Chihuahua, Mexico, 

resided for a considerable time in Indepen

dence before establishing a highly suc

cessful pack train system and chain of 

stores on the Trail in 1859.3 History reveals 

that the term "greaser" originally referred to 

the Mexicans who greased the wagon 

wheels along the Santa Fe Trail.' 

When the Mexican Revolution broke 

out in 1911-12, causing fully one tenth of 

the population of Mexico to flee their 

native land, Kansas City -- a site already 

familiar to Mexican traders -- became one 

of the many destinations in the United 

principal attraction for Mexican immigrants 

was not its familiarity, but jobs. American 

railroad companies began recruiting labor 

from Mexico and the American Southwest 

in the early 1900s. The Santa Fe Railroad 

recruited 155 Mexicans to lay track from 

Kansas City to California in 1905, and a 

number of these workers later made 

Kansas City their home. 5 One of the first 

large concentrations of Mexican popula

tion in the city was a boxcar settlement on 

the Westside on "la veinticuatro" (24th 

Street). Cristobal Medina, the Director of 

Kansas City's Guadalupe Center, explains: 

"If you look ar the locations of rhe rail

roads here in Kansas City, they �traclclle the 

entrepreneurs often sent their children to States for the refugees. Kansas City's state lines. And therefore, you had, you know, 
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neighborhoods ... we settled close to tl1e adjoin

ing area. And on the Missouri side yoll had the 

West Side, Sheffield, East Bottoms. (On the) 

Kansas side, you had Argentine, Armourdale, 

Rosedale. Those were the traditional, old 

neighborhoods of Mexican concentration. 

Initially it was the railroads; after that, tl1e 

packing houses also needed a large labor 

force. After they saw there was such a need 

here for work and that they wanted additional 

people, they moved their families up. And 

that's how some of the first families located 

here." 6

When a federal policy calling for the 

forced deportation of Mexican laborers 

and their families was instituted during the 

Depression, Kansas City's Mexican com

munity dwindled from an estimated 

10,000 to 2,500.7 The second Bracero pro

gram initiated in the 1940s and a steady 

population growth since then have 

brought the number of Hispanics in the 

larger Kansas City metropolitan area up to 

45,200, according to the 1990 Census Re

port. 76% are of Mexican ancestry and of 

these, 80% are American bom.8 

One of the nation's oldest Hispanic 

based organizations is Kansas City's 

Guadalupe Center, which was founded in 

1919 by the Amberg Club, a social club of 

the Catholic Diocese. Dr. Thomas Purcell, 

a prominent Irish Ametican, was the pri-

mary force behind the creation of the 

Guadalupe Center. The original purpose 

of the organization was to provide social 

services to the Mexican in1rnigrants who 

had settled on Kansas City's Westside. 

According to Mr. Medina: 

"There were other social service providers 

here. But at the time, due to social discrimina

tion, they would not serve our people. The 

travesty was that our people didn't even feel 

welcome ar rhe Catholic churches and there

fore did not attend on a regular basis. They set 

up masses in storefronts down tl1e street and 

even in a box car."9 

Mr. Medina has tl1is information first 

hand from family accounts, as his own 

grandparents -- natives of San Luis Potosi 

and Guadalajara, Mexico, arrived in Kan

sas City, via Texas, in 1919. 

In 1922, the Catl101ic diocese pur

chased what had previously been a Swed

ish Lutheran Church on the Westside and 

turned it into Our Lady Of Guadalupe 

Catholic Church, to specifically serve 

Mexican parishioners. The church, like the 

center, was named after the Virgin of 
· 10 

M Guadalupe, Mexico's patron saint. r.

Medina comments on the symbolic impor

tance of "La Guadalupana" to people of

Mexican descent:

"The Spanish brought the Catholic religion 

The Guadalupe Center in Kansas City's Westside. 
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The Virgin of Guadalupe, detail of the Gage 
Park Mural. Painted by Juan Moya and 
assistants, 1991. 

to Mexico. And they weren't too successful in 

convening the indigenous people to their 

religion until the apparition of Our Lady of 

Guadalupe to Juan Diego back in tl,e 1500s. 

She took the appearance of an Indian person. 

She's not fair complected, she's morena as we 

say, dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, so she 

really looks like one of our people. They saw 

her as a mother, and it really helped the 

conversion of the indigenous population to 

Catl1olicism. Even those who don't practice the 

religion have a deep respect for her in the 

culture. This year, in fact, the Diocese of 

Kansas City had a city-wide Our Lady of 

Guadalupe Feast Day, and it was fantastic. 

They had Indian dancers, a city wide Hispanic 

chorus, they had mariachis play later on."11 

Since its founding, the Guadalupe 

Center has promoted cultural and artistic 

events such as the 1992 Feast Day for Our 

Lady of Guadalupe, in addition to provid

ing social services. One of the Center's 

earliest fiestas was held in 1926 witl1 a 

rep01ted attendance of 5,000 community 

members. Dancers and musicians from 

the Guadalupe Center were featured at the 

first '1ubilesta" or "Southwest Folk Festi

val," held in the Municipal Auditorium in 

Kansas City in 1936. Performers from the 

Guadalupe Center journeyed to Chicago 
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ing a wooden platform on which dancers 

and musicians performed.21 Following the 

Conquest, Pre-Colombian music and dance 

ensembles incorporated Spanish and Afri

can instrumentation and musical ideas. In 

her study on mariachi music,  

ethnomusicologist Patricia Harpole writes: 

"13y 1775, a new style of music had fonned 

as a result of the combination of these three 

traditions [Indian, European and African). The 

music was called mestizo or mixed music. The 

instrnments most commonly used to perfonn 

mestizo music consisted of a harp, one or two 

violins, the uihue/a or other form of guitar, and 

voices. During the 1800s in the villages and 

towns to the west of Guadalajara, this group 

became known as mariachi."22 

A more conm10nly voiced etymology 

for the word mariachi is that it comes from 

the French word mariage, as traditional 

Mexican music ensembles of Jalisco re

pottedly ente1tained at French weddings 

during the reign of Emperor Maximillian. 

Prior to the 1930s, a typical mariachi 

ensemble consisted of vibuela (a round 

backed, five string, small guitar that was 

invented inJalisco), guitarra degolpe(a flat 

backed, larger five string guitar), a,pa 

grande (a large harp, similar to the ones 

still used in Veracrnz), violins, and of 

course, vocals. In the 1930s mariachi 

bands were, for the first time, broadcast 

over the radio. One of the prominent 

groups of the time, Mariachi Vargas de 

Tecalitlan, is credited with introducing the 

guitarr6n (replacing the large harp), two 

trumpets, and extra guitars to the mariachi 

ensemble, in order to produce a richer 

sound for tl1e radio. The huge bass guitar 

or guita1T6n is an instrument which, like 

the vihuela, also originated in Jalisco. 

Trumpets were not such an alien intro

duction, as they are conm1only played at 

Mexican bullfights. According to Beto 

Lopez: 

"La Familia Vargas origin6 el estilo y el 

numero y tipo de instrumentos que usan hoy. 

Usaron guitarra, violin, vihuela, guitarr6n -

despues afiadieron otra guitarra. Luego el 

duefio de una estaci6n de radio sugeri6 que 

usaran trompeta. Despues de eso, la Familia 

Vargas empez6 a usar trompeta y hoy todos los 

mariachis usan trompeta. Por el radio 

empezaron a ser famosos. La musica que 

cantaba la Familia Vargas ahora se considera la 

musica mas tradicional de mariachi."23 

[The Vargas Family originated the style, num

ber and type of instruments that are used today. 

Detail of Gage Park Mural by Juan Moya and assitants, 1991. 

Pictured from left to right: the words "side" (from" Westside") and "La Raza," a portrait of a 

cholo and chola, a portrait of a woman from the Mexican Revoluion carrying a Mexican flag, 

her hat reading "Brown and Proud." 
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They used guitar, violin, vihuela, and guitarron 

-- later they added another guitar. Then the 

owner ofa radio station suggested that they use 

trumpet. After that, the Vargas family started to 

use trumpet and today all mariachi bands use 

trumpet. They became famous through the 

radio. The music that the Vargas family sang 

is considered today to be the most traditional 

mariachi music.) 

Because of its rising popularity pro

moted by the Mexican mass media, 

mariachi music - which is, in reality, only 

one regional Mexican style among many 

-- came to be considered the quintessen

tial Mexican folk musical expression, both 

nationally and internationally. While 

mariachi bands are still most common in 

Jalisco, they can now be found in virtually 

all parts of the Republic, throughout the 

American Southwest and in areas of Mexi

can population in the U.S. such as Chicago 

and Kansas City. 

Style, Instrumentation and 
Repertoire 

The interplay of the instrnments in a 

mariachi produces a characteristic sound 

and style. The first violin plays the melody, 

which is harmonized in thirds or sixths by 

the second violin. The trumpets follow 

suit, one playing melody and the other 

harmonizing in thirds, and in fact tl1e 

voices do the same: a lead voice takes the 

melody line while the second and third 

voices harmonize. The violins, trumpets, 

and voice melody lines alternate, usually 

only playing together at the finale. 

The viliuela and guitars provide chords 

and a strong rhythmic strum supporting 

the melody line. A counter rhythm is 

played by the guitarr6n or bass guitar, 

whose strings, plucked in pairs, sound in 

octaves. The resulting sound is a rich, 

complex mixture of strong harmonies, 

chords, and complex rhythms.24 

The most traditional or characteristic 

type of mariachi tune is the son jaliciense, 

which accompanies a type of Jaliscan folk 

dance still frequently performed by haile 
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"Mariachi Mexico" quitarr6n player and singer 

Juan Torrez, playing at the Missouri Heritage 

fair in St. Louis. The quitarr6n is an instrument 

that was developed in Jalisco. The style of hat 

and suit that mariachi musicians wear are adapted 

from the clothing traditionally worn by charros 

or cowboys from Jalisco. 

jolkl6rico ensembles. (Like much folk 

music, the mariachi functioned primarily, 

in the beginning, as a dance band). Beto 

Lopez describes the rhythm of the son 

Jaliciense as being basically a fast 

huapango, another type of song from this 

region that can be played at va1ying speeds. 

Sones continue to be among the most 

popular numbers in a mariachi's reper

toire, as their exciting, complex rhythms 

punctuated by gritos (stylized yells), and 

often humorous lyrics, are definite crowd 

pleasers. I noticed that "Mariachi Mexico," 

for example, generally includes a large 

number of sanes such as "Jalisco," 

"Guadalajara," "El Carretero" or "La egra" 

in their performances. The following 

verse and chorus are from "Jalisco," to give 

an example of the lyrics from a well known 

son: 

En Jalisco se quicre a la buena, 

jPorque es peligroso querer a la mala! 

Mujeres bonitas, rechulas de cara 

Asi son las hembras de Guadalajara. 
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Ay, Jalisco, jno te rajes! 

jMe sale clel alma gritar con valor! 

Abrir todo cl pecho pa' echar este grito, 

Que linclo es Jalisco, jpalabra de honor! 

On Jalisco, eve,yone loves good 

L\ecause it's dangerous to love evil! 

Pretty women with beautiful faces 

That's how the females of Guadalajara are. 

Oh, Jalisco, don't back clown' 

This valorous c,y comes from my soul' 

I open my whole chest to let our this yell, 

How lovely is Jalisco, on my word of honor1)25 

Other types of instrumentals and songs 

played by mariachi ensembles include 

pasadobles(instrumentals associated with 

bull f ights), the aforementioned 

huapangos, rancheras (literally "country 

songs" originating in the northern states 

and borderlands), jotas (accompaniment 

for a folk dance of d1e same name), polkas 

(borrowed from the German settlers in 

Texas and Northern Mexico), and slow, 

romantic songs called boleros. According 

to Harpole: 

·Today, a professional mariachi may know

a thousand pieces by memory in order to fulfill 

all the requests made by listeners. The musi

cians must develop excellent memories since 

they play without wrirten music".26

In addition to d1eir standard reper

toire, mariachis pride themselves on their 

versatility and ability to back up any singer 

on any kind of song -- ranging from 

"Happy Bilthday" to opera. Beto Lopez 

recalls a tilne when Mariachi Mexico 

backed up corrido singers from Durango: 

"Fuimos a Emporia, Kansas a tocar para 

puros nortenos de Chihuahua -- toclos andaban 

con sombrero. Pidieron puros corridos 

noltenos, iY nosotros no sabemos corridos 

no,tenos! Entonccs dijimos que nosotros 

tocariamos si ellos cantarian. Que quedamos 

tocando quatro, cinco horas, iY todavia querian 

mas!"27

[We went to Emporia, Kansas to play for a 

crowd of northerners from Chihuahua - they 

were all wearing hats. They requested only 

northern corriclos, and we don't know any! So 
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we said that we'd play if they'd sing. We ended 

up playing for four, five hours and they still 

wanted more!] 

Social and Economic Context 

Beto Lopez recalls that there were five 

mariachi bands in his home town of La 

Barca, Jalisco, when he was growing up: 

"Habia cinco mariachis en mi pueblo. 

Tocaban en cantinas y en restauranes durante 

la semana, luego para los fines de semana 

tocaban para fiestas privadas. Podian vivir 

bien como musicos porque en Mexico se 

celebra de todo: hay fiesta cuando uno se 

nace, se casa y se muere, cuando uno se va o 

cuando regresa, para cumpleanos y clia de 

santo; hay fiesta para !Odo. Los mariachis 

pueclen ganar bastante dinero para vivir nada 

mas tocanclo su musica."28 

[There were five mariachi bands in my town. 

They played in bars and restaurants during 

the week, then on the weekends for private 

palties. They could live well as musicians 

because in Mexico, everything is celebrated: 

there's a fiesta when one is born, marries or 

dies, when one leaves or returns, for birth

days and saints days; there's a fiesta for 

everything. Mariachi musicians can earn 

enough money to make a living.] 

In the United States there are both 

professional, full time mariachis and those 

who have day jobs and play on evenings 

and weekends. Mariachi Mexico falls 

into the latter category not through lack 

of opportunity. Mr. Lopez believes that 

it would be quite possible for the band to 

make a living playing mariachi music in 

Kansas City because, as he says, "hay una 

necesidad aqui" [there's a need for it 

here.) However, the members of the 

group prefer to spend most evenings 

and weekends with their families, and 

the life of a full time musician precludes 

that. Nevertheless, Mariachi Mexico finds 

itself playing nearly every weekend and 

sometimes during the week, for masses, 

weddings, anniversaries, birthday par

ties, street fairs, and cultural events such 

as the Cinco de Mayo. They also play at 

restaurants on occasion, but usually in 

the form of a trio -- trumpet and two 



guitars -- rather than the entire group. 

The majority of these venues are in Kan

sas City and environs: the group primarily 

satisfies the demands of the local Mexi

can American community. 

"MariachiMexico": History and 

Personnel 

Beto Lopez came to Kansas City in 

1964 with his parents and siblings. His 

father first came to Kansas City in 1923 to 

work for the railroads and packing 

houses. He later returned to Mexico 

where he married and had children, 

eventually bringing them all back to 

Kansas City. Today the extended Lopez 

family -- including parents, siblings, in

laws and cousins -- occupy five houses 

on one block in the Westside. 

Mr. Lopez comes from a long line of 

musicians, but none of them played 

mariachi. His grandfather played tuba, 

his father clarinet -- in fact, during his 

early sojourn in Kansas City, his father 

played with a dance band called the 

"Kansas City Mexican Band." Beto Lopez 

played jazz, popular music, and even 

rock and roll before settling on mariachi. 

He recalls the first time someone asked 

him to play a mariachi song on the 

trumpet: 

"Me invit6 un grupo a tocar, y como yo 

naci en el estado deJalisco, ya se supone que 

yo naci mariachi. El director del grupo me 

dice, "iToca una de mariachi!" Le dije, "Como 

cual,,: la Negra? Se cual es pero yo nunca la 

he tocado, no se las partes, no se como 

empiezo ni como acabar. Si le pongo atenci6n 

al rato si la puedo tocar," digo. "No es dificil 

pero yo no la se." Y dijo, "iVienes de Jalisco 

y que que!"29 

[A group invited me to play, and since I 

was born in the state ofJalisco, they supposed 

that I was born a mariachi. The director of the 

group says to me, "Play a mariachi number!" 

I said to him, "Which one, La Negra? I know 

which one it is but I've never played it, I don't 

know the parts, I don't know how it begins or 

ends. If I pay attention to it in a while I can 

play it," I said. "It's not hard, but T don't know 

it." And he said,"You come from Jaliscoand 

... !?"] 

The first mariachi band Beto Lopez played for was "Mariachi Tropical," shown here ci
_
rca 197�. 

From left to right: Daniel Contreras, Beto Lopez, Frank Garcia, Luis Gomez, and Louis Lomeli. 

Beto Lopez's musical histo1y points 

out how eclectic many Mexicans are in 

their musical tastes and backgrounds. As 

he says of himself, "A mi me gusta toda la 

musica" (As for me, I like all music.) Folk, 

popular, and elite forms of music are 

often combined in the same individual 

and in the same ensemble. Although he 

had not played mariachi before, Mr. 

Lopez, having grown up surrounded by 

it, undoubtedly had a strong passive 

knowledge of the form and repertoire. 

Once he decided, in 1976, to join a 

mariachi ensemble, he found he preferred 

it to his previous orquesta in which he 

had played a variety of American and 

Latin American popular music -- jazz, cha 

cha cha, mambos, cumbias, polkas, fox 

trots, blues, and rock and roll. As director 

of the orquesta he spent an inordinate 

amount of time arranging music and 

setting up sound systems. He explains: 

"Me gusra mas el mariachi, porque en el 

mariachi no tengo que escribir tanto, no 

tenemos que practicar tantas veces como en 

la orquesta, no tenemos que cargar canto para 

el sonido. Y a mi toda mi vida he gustado 
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cantar, pero no soy un cantante. Y en el 

mariachi tengo la oportunidad de cantar, 

harmonizando."30 

fl like the mariachi better, because in the 

mariachi I don't have to write and arrange so 

much, we don't have to practice so often as in 

the orchestra, we don't have to carry so much 

sound equipment. And all my life I've liked 

to sing, but I'm not a singer. And in the 

mariachi I have the opportunity to sing har

mony.] 

Beto Lopez began playing trumpet 

for a Kansas City group called "Mariachi 

Tropical" in 1976, and for other local 

groups such as "Eduardo y los Trovadores" 

on occasion. In 1979, a number of the 

musicians from "Mariachi Tropical" split 

to form a new group called "Mariachi 

Mexico," which has not varied in person

nel since that time. The seven members 

of "Mariachi Mexico" are (and have been 

for fourteen years): Beto Lopez and Luis 

Gomez on trumpets; Juan Torrez on 

guitarron and lead vocals; Steve and 

Debbie Wasko on violins; Louis Lomeli 

on guitar; and Jorge Vasquez on vihuela 

and guitar. 

The backgrounds of these musicians 
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ber, 1992, with weekly lessons. Antonio 

has accompanied Mr. Lopez at a perfor

mance in Jefferson City and is in the 

process of mastering a repertoire of about 

fifteen songs. Already leaning in the 

direction of preferring mariachi to the 

electric band he currently plays in, Anto

nio comments: 

"I like it more. The band I'm in now, I 

have to carry speakers, a lot of equipment, a 

whole bunch of speakers, lights. And for 
mariachi, you know, we just carry our instru

ments -- trumpets and guitars. We don't have 

to be hooking up wires all the time. But that 

don't really matter. I just like the music 

ceived status of the mariachi musician in 

the two countries. He notes: 

"En Mexico, ·ser mariachi no sirve para 

nacla. Alla la discrirninaci6n es social, aqui es 

mas racial. Por ejemplo, en Mexico hay el 

concepto que la musica mariachi es musica de 

los pobres, los humildes, algo menor o bajo. 

De toclos modos, la m(1sica mariachi es muy 

popular con la mayoria de la gente. Pero aqui 
en los Estados Unidos la cosa es diferente. 

Ahora todo ha cambiado, no tenemos 

prejuicio contra la musica mariachi. La hija de 

Louis Lomeli cree que es algo orgulloso ser 

hija de mariachi. Cuando se fue a Mexico, dijo 

a la gente que "iMi papa es mariachi!"35 

mariachi. I like to sing some of the songs, [In Mexico, to be a mariachi musician 

too.".14 doesn't get you anywhere. There discrimina-

PART FOUR 

Conclusion 

As this brief glimpse into the story of 

one mariachi band suggests, the mainte

nance of ethnic identity often entails 

making a personal choice to retain, de

velop and pass on folk and ethnic arts. 

While both Beto Lopez and his appren

tice highlighted practical reasons -- such 

as the avoidance of cumbersome sound 

equipment -- as a primary reason for 

preferring mariachi to other, less tradi

tional, musical forms, there are obviously 

other equally compelling reasons for 

becoming a tradition bearer of this 

quinessentially Mexican music. Perhaps 

tion is social; here, it's more racial. For 

example, in Mexico there's the idea that 

mariachi music is music of the poor, the 
humble people, something lesser or lower. 

On the other hand, mariachi music is very 

popular with the majority of the people. But 

here in the United States, it's a different story. 
Now everything has changed, we don't have 

any prejudice against mariachi music. Louis 

Lomeli's daughter believes that being the 

daughter of a mariachi musician is something 
to be proud of. When she went to Mexico, she 

said to everyone, "My papa is a mariachi!"] 

If being a mariachi does, indeed, 

have ;i hiahPr status in Mexican American 

comnrnnities in the United States, what 

could he the� reason? Perhaps the differ

ence lirs in the fact that mariachi music 

functions in the United States as a sym

holic rn;irker of ethnic identity. As Cris 

the most persuasive of these reasons is, as Mt"rlin;:i s;iicl. "I feel sorry for some of 

Mr. Lopez has observed, that there is a those neople who can't go back and 

perceived demand for this kind of music 

in the Mexican American community it

self: "Hay una necesidad." By choosing 

to become a mariachi musician -- a choice 

that he made over other styles of music at 

which he is equally adept -- Mr. Lopez is 

satisfying a personal as well as a commu

nity need. 

The role of mariachi music in further

ing a sense of ethnic identity and pride for 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans living 

in the United States is indirectly touched 

on in Mr. Lopez' comments on the per-

identifv their roots and aren't sure where 

thev come from or who they are." The 

association of mariachi with "lower class" 

in Mt>xico ic; Pclipsed in this country by its 

:-vmhnlic rolt> in the on-going mainte

n:111cc :ind rP-creation of Mexican Ameri

can ctdtmal heritage, identity and unity 

- all of which provide a positive alterna

tive to assimilation. 

Of course. social discrimination ex

ists in the I Jnitf'd States along with racial 

c.liscriminatinn -- the two are often inter

twined. Mf'mbers of the same ethnic 
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group may feel a closer bond in this 

country despite original differences of 

class or social status, in part because they 

face similar discrimination from the 

dominant culture whether they are den

tists or construction workers. The value 

of cultural symbols and ethnic display 

becomes particularly marked in such a 

situation. This may be, in part, what Beto 

Lopez was getting at when, in response to 

a question I asked about their outfits, he 

joked, "Si quieren que nosotros llevemos 

sombrero, jcobramos mas!" (If they want 

us to wear the hats, we charge more!) 

"Mariachi Mexico" trumpet players Luis G6mez 
and Beto L6pez -- with their hats on -- playing 
at the Missouri Heritage Fair. 
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M S S O U R I  

MASTERS 
& 

THEIR TRADITIONAL ARTS 

"The Masters and Their Traditional Arts" is a series of brochures written by 
experts in Missouri's folk art5 in association with Missouri's Traditional Arts 
Apprenticeship Program. This brochure was written by Dana Everts
Boehm, with editing assistance from Morteza Sajadian. It is based on a 
design by Spencer Galloway for the series. 

The Traditional Arts 

Apprenticeship Program 

Missouri's Traditional Arts Apprenticeship Program was initiated in 1984 with 
funding from the National Endowment for the Arts Folk Arts Program and the Missouri 
Arts Council, and run through the Cultural Heritage Center at the University of Missouri. 
With the closing of the Cultural Heritage Center in 1993, the Apprenticeship Program 
has found a new home with the Missouri Folk Arts Program, which is under the auspices 
of the Museum of Art and Archaeology at MU. 

The object of the Apprenticeship Program is to locate the state's most active and 
talented tradition bearers and encourage them to pass their skills on to aspiring 
apprentices. To date, the program has funded a total of 81 masters to teach 194 
apprentices. The cultural and regional heritage of the state is thus recognized, honored 
and conserved for future generations. 

Master folk artists generally learn their skills infonnally, through obseivation or 
imitation, rather than from books or institutional training. Their apprentices are most 
often members of the same ethnic, regional, occupational or religious community as the 
master. The art that they learn -- whether it be quilting, john boat constrnction, square 
dance fiddling, gospel singing, mariachi music, Lao weaving, or blues guitar -- is deeply 
embedded in it's community's histoiy and daily life. By making the choice to become 
tradition bearers, master folk a1tists and their apprentices assume responsibility for 
conserving and expressing their group's cultural heritage. 

Program staff conducts fieldwork to find potential master artists throughout the 
state, documenting their arts with camera and tape recorder, and encouraging them to 
find apprentices and apply to the program. Once the year's batch of applications are 
in, a panel of expe1ts reviews them and selects the most promising. Priority is given 

to apprentices and masters who share the same cultural heritage as the art form; and 
priority is also given to living a1t forms with few living practitioners in the master/ 
apprentice's community. 

Once they have been selected, teams of master and apprentice work closely 
together for the period of nine to ten months, during which they accomplish a specific 
goal. Apprentices often continue to consult the masters long after the program has 
11officially11 ended. The Traditional Arts Apprenticeship Program thus functions to 
promote cultural conservation of the state1s folk a1ts and folklife. 

Financial assistance for this project has been provided by the Missouri Arts 
Counci� a state agency, by the University of Missouri, and by the National En
dowment for the Arts Folk Arts Program. 

Missouri Masters & Their Traditional Arts 




