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Thanks to the cross-cultural boon of the UCSB-sponsored "Vive el Arte" program, the sounds of Mexican regional music have been regularly filtering through Santa Barbara County, and in rooms and classrooms where it didn't use to traffic. In the series, groups are brought into the county for several days, for educational events and concerts at the Isla Vista School, Gaudalupe's Theater Royal and, capping off the weekends, The Marjorie Luke Theatre, where this month's featured group, Mariachi Mujer 2000, sparked up the house with some sharp music-making in the historic American genre from Jalisco on Sunday. 

So far in its few years of existence, a special focus has been Mariachi music, presented in its proper, concert-ready context. Beneath that general stylistic umbrella, a notable sub-focus has been on mariachi of the all-female sort, between last year's appearance by the Mariachi Reyna de Los Angeles and the Mujer 2000 visit over the weekend. This band was launched 10 years ago by former Reyna musician Marisa Orduño, a sturdy player of the guitarrón who keeps the bass foundation in check. 

Seeing and hearing women in the line of mariachi duty is nowhere near the novelty or rarity it once was. Actually, as the group's director Laura Sobrino, one of the group's five violinists, explained to the audience on Sunday, the phenomenon of female mariachi groups in the professional scene goes back to the 1940s, and has blossomed into a fully accepted cultural scene in the past decade. 

From a local angle, this particular high-profile female group's recent appearances in Santa Barbara included a slot at the always-inspiring Mariachi Festival at the Santa Barbara Bowl last summer, and in Oprah Winfrey's lavish Montecito backyard, for an Obama fund-raiser in 2008 (the same year they played at the Beijing Olympics). 

It would be tempting to pose the musical question "what's gender got to do with it?" But, of course, there are distinctions between the male and female models in the tradition, especially when it comes to the vocal approach. This group is especially blessed with strong singers, and Sunday's show was rich with vocal prowess and sensitivity, in solos, duets and the all-for-one ensemble sound to close the show with the medley "Arriba Guadalajara," a "potpourri" arranged by Ms. Sobrino. 

Whereas some tweaking of mariachi traditions is sneaking into the mix of the new mariachi scene, much of the instrumental sound for this group heeds the classic, unplugged sound of the music. A high-flying handful of violins play mostly in unison, mixed in with bold, harmonized trumpets (the impressive Amélia García and Megan Starks), guitarrón and the percussive-harmonic strumming force of two vihuelas (small, five-string guitars). Music of Vincente Fernandez and other classics of the medium were served up, piping hot and freshly done. 

When last we heard a female mariachi group in the area, it was the Mariachi Divas, serving up a Christmas show at the Chumash Casino. By contrast, Mujer 2000 went more down the middle of the mariachi tradition. They demonstrated the vibrancy and currency of this wonderful music from down below the border and now gone very much international. 


