
150 Years (mas o menos) of 
Mexican Music in Tucson

An Overview



Tucson’s Mexican American 
Population

Source: Los Tucsonenses, by Tom Sheridan.



Musical Groups of the 1800s

 Orquestas (social)
 Bandas (military)
 Choral music (Catholic Church)
 Conjuntos (early mariachi groups)
 Single musicians 



Musical Styles of the 1800s

 Salon music (fox trots, waltzes, mazurkas 
etc. ) 

 Military Band music 
 Corridos 
 Jarabes and other folk forms
 Opera and Classical music  



Early Music instructors (late 1870s)

 E. Medina 
 Lazaro Valencia 
 F. Escobar –”Professor of Instrumental and 

Vocal Music”. 

 Source: Los Tucsonenses, p. 195.



Early Orchestras (1880s) 

 Southern Pacific Brass Band, organized among 
railroad machinists by Anton Grosetta.  

 Basilio Hernandez’s Orchestra (popular in late 
1880s.) 

 Lazaro Valencia’s Orchestra (formed with Manuel 
Montijo, owner of a local lumberyard and one of 
Tucson’s most energetic music aficionados). 

 Source: Los Tucsonenses, p. 195. 



Angela Peralta, Opera Diva 



Fred Ronstadt’s Club Filarmonico 
(formed in 1888) 

 Members included a handful of young men 
who would become the leaders of Tucson’s 
Mexican community, including Lucas Estrella, 
Genaro Manzo, Santos Aros, Carlos Jacome, 
Rufino Velez, F.J. Villaescusa and a number 
of other local businessmen or politicians. 



Federico Ronstadt



Club Filarmonico de Tucson



Early entertainment venues

 The Concordia (on S. Meyer)
 Levin’s Park 
 Carrillo Gardens/Elysian Grove 
 El Teatro Royal 
 El Teatro Carmen 
 Tucson Opera House 
 The Rialto 



Luisa Espinel, actress, singer, 
folklorist and Linda Ronstadt’s tia…

 Born Luisa Ronstadt, daughter of Federico Ronstadt 
and Sara Levin, in Tucson in 1892.

 She studied music in San Francisco, Paris and 
Madrid.  

 At the height of her popularity, she was referred to as 
a “glamourous Spanish diseuse (story teller or 
fortune teller)”…

 She was  a folklore scholar,  who specialized in the 
folklore of Spain. She also taught music. 



Luisa Espinel in her youth 



Spanish Folksongs from Southern 
Arizona…



Luisa Espinel’s Canciones de Mi Padre 

 Originally self published as “Cantos de Mi Padre” 
and later published by the University of Arizona as 
“Canciones de Mi Padre in 1946. 

 Espinel notes that many of these songs were 
composed in the Altar valley by men of humble 
background with no musical training but with a 
natural talent for melody.  “Like minstrels they would 
journey from hacienda to hacienda, singing and 
using the guitar or a little native harp for 
accompaniment”.  



Canto de Cuna, a page from Cantos de 
Mi Padre 



Arizona at the turn of the Century

 The Alianza Hispanoamericana is founded in part to protect the 
Mexican American community and to provide death insurance benefits 
for its members.  It also worked to  preserve the Mexican culture.  

 Arizona becomes a state in 1903. 
 The Mexican Revolution causes mass migration to Arizona and other 

Southwestern States. Mexican immigrants continue to influence the 
culture. 

 Mining, farming and railroad work are primary means of employment. 
 Labor strife. (strikes, deportations, discrimination). Music in the form of 

corridos documents some of the major events. Spanish language 
newspapers such as El Tucsonense also document events. 

 Between 1900 and 1920, the Mexican American population in Tucson 
doubles while the rest of the population more than triples in size. By 
1920, Mexican Americans are no longer the majority. 



El Tucsonense 



Some popular orchestras and bands of 
early 20th Century Tucson

 Southern Pacific Banda de Musica 
 Quintero Popular Mexicano
 Orquesta Navarro 
 Orquesta Leon 
 Orquesta Tipica Mexicana 
 Gayo Jazz Orchestra 



Santa Rita Spanish Orchestra 



“Culture” in Tucson…



Teatro Carmen 

 Founded by Carmen Soto Vasquez 
 Active between 1915 and 1922. 
 Seating capacity was: 1,400. It was Tucson’s 

largest and most elegant theater. 
 During its most active years, the Teatro 

presnted a variety of dramas, zarzuelas, 
comedies, operettas, sainetes (short 
burlesque farces) and musical concerts 



El Teatro Royal 



Mexican Americans in classical music 

 Classically trained music teachers of 
Mexican descent included: Espiritu Arriola, 
Rosa Jacobs, Manuel Gutierrez, Amado 
Lozano, Carlos Ramirez and Jose Servin. 

 Manuel Montijo was a music teacher who 
gave private lessons and who taught at St. 
Joseph’s Academy. When the Tucson 
Symphony was formed, he joined as its first 
bass player. 



Tucson Symphony Orchestra 



The Old Pueblo Mexican Orchestra 



By the late 30s…

 Radio becomes very popular. 
 Jacinto Orozco hosts “La Hora Mexicana” on 

KVOA Radio. 



Mexican Cinema comes to Tucson 

 By the late 30’s movie houses were 
abundant in downtown Tucson and included 
the Fox, The Lyric, the Rialto, and the Plaza.. 

 Mexico began its golden age of cinema in the 
late 30’s and became quite popular in cities 
and towns like Los Angeles and Tucson. 
Mexican ranchera music was featured in 
films like Alla En el Rancho Grande. 



El Cine Plaza 



Now playing…



One of the first peliculas rancheras…



Visiting entertainers 



Lalo Guerrero 

 Lalo Guerrero was born Tucson’s  Barrio Viejo in 1916. 
 He learned the guitar from his mother, who was said to have a very 

lovely voice. 
 In the thirties, he formed a group called Los Carlistas, who performed 

in Tucson for several years. 
 He wrote several very popular songs, including “La Cancion 

Mexicana”, which became a bit hit for Lucha Reyes, a popular 
Mexicanrecording star and actress.

 He moved to Los Angeles and eventually opened his own restaurant. 
 He’s recorded hundreds of songs, most of which he wrote himself. 

Many of his songs are parodies, and others are more on the political 
side. 

 He won the Presidential Medal of Freedom in the 1990s. 



Lalo Guerrero and Los Carlistas 



Lalo in his prime…



Lalo’s Autobiography



Lalo in front of his old barrio home



Where’s the party??



El Casino’s legendary dance floor



The Del Rio…



Fiestas!



Local Dance Bands 

 Louis Leon and His Orchestra 



La Orquesta Nuñez



Los Elegantes 



The Ramblers 



Linda Ronstadt 



Mariachi

 Mariachi music is said to have originated in 
the town of Cocula, Jalisco, Mexico. It’s been 
documented that it was first played as early 
as the 18th century. 

 Mariachi music became very popular in the 
early part of the 20th century. Mexican radio 
and cinema helped to popularize the 
mariachi sound. 



Mariachi Tucsonense, one of Tucson’s 
earliest mariachi groups 



One of Tucson’s musical treasures 



Mariachi Cobre 



The Tucson International Mariachi 
Conference 

 While San Antonio is known for having the 
very first mariachi conference, the Tucson 
International Mariachi Conference for many 
years held the record for being the longest 
running and largest mariachi conference in 
the world. It all started in 1983. There were 
many individuals involved in its formation, 
including members of Mariachi Cobre. 



The first conference poster…



The 1985 concert poster 



Linda Ronstadt re-born



Tucson Musicians Museum Hall Of 
Fame

Louis Leon Ruben Moreno Tony Garcia

Carlos Saldivar JoseYerba Alfredo Valenzuela



Contemporary Tucson

 Los Cuatro Vientos 
 Calexico 
 Sergio Mendoza y la Orquesta 
 Mariachis everywhere…in restaurants, 

elementary schools, high schools, casinos…
 Ted Ramirez and the Santa Cruz River Band



Mariachi Luz De Luna 



Los Cuatro Vientos 



Calexico 



Los Gallegos 



Guillermo “Bubba” Fass 



Tucson Music Museum Hall of Fame 
Member Alfredo Valenzuela 



Davis Elementary School Mariachi



Conclusion

 Mexican music in Tucson is alive and well. 
 It’s critical that our musical history gets documented. 
 We have to do this ourselves, since this is our 

culture and our history.  You can do this too. 
 Use the Library and the Historical Society. Search in 

old newspapers and read history. Talk to  your 
friends and relatives, especially your elders. Ask 
them questions about music and any memories they 
have of it.  
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