
Explore	More	

Mexican	Dance	
Mexican dance captures the rhythm, emotion, and movement of a vibrant society and culture. Deeply 
rooted in history, Mexican dances celebrate community, life events, and religious holidays, creating a 
rich cultural tradition.  

 

Mexico is located on the continent of North America near the border with South America. It is bordered 
by water on two sides—the Gulf of Mexico on the east and the Pacific Ocean on the west. The United 
States is to the north, and Guatemala and Belize are to the south. Mexico’s 71,600 square miles 
(1,964,375 km2) of land include a variety of contrasting geographic regions and climates and 6,000 miles 
(9,656 km) of coastline. 

 

The northern section is similar to the desert areas in the bordering United States. Central Mexico is a 
volcanic plateau that houses its capital, Mexico City. Other colonial cities and towns were established 
there, too. Southern Mexico is home of the Mayan culture and includes temples and towns. The Yucatan 
Peninsula is tropical, skirted by Caribbean Sea beaches and submerged caves. The Pacific coast area 
offers tourist destinations such as Acapulco and its magnificent beaches. The Baja Peninsula is a desert 
landscape contrasting its verdant seacoast.  

History	of	Mexico	
The first humans in Mexico date back to 1500 BCE. This era in the Pleistocene epoch until the arrival of 
the Spanish in the early 16th century is called the pre-Columbian period. During this period, Pre-
Columbian cities were the largest in the world. The city of Tectihuacan had a population of 200,000 in 
600 CE, making it the largest in the world. Three prominent early societies made great advancements in 
building, science, and the arts. The Olmec (around 1400BCE) and the Maya (around 250 CE) developed 
city-states in the Yucatán region. The Aztec people (around 1320 CE) succeeded the Maya and ruled 
over most of central Mexico. 

 

Beginning in the 16th century, Spanish explorer Hernán Cortés discovered Mexico. He created 
allegiances with the Mesoamerican communities, the Aztec people, and the Tlaxcalteca. When the Aztec 
empire fell in 1521, Cortés was left in charge. The following year Cortés became Governor and Captain 
General of Nueva España (New Spain). He founded the Ciudad de Mexico (Mexico City), built with the 
rubble of the Aztec pyramids, temples, and palaces. Cortés’ soldiers explored and conquered land in 
their search for gold and a possible route by sea to Asia. Cortés was commanded to return to Spain in 



1528. He went to the Spanish court bringing New World riches of gold, cacao, parrots, and Native Indian 
nobles. 

 

In 1524, the king of Spain formed the Council of the Indies to oversee the colonies in the western 
hemisphere. Beginning in 1535, the king appointed Antonio de Mendoza the first of many viceroys who 
ruled Nueva España for the next three centuries. Mendoza expanded the colonial territory north to what 
is now Kansas, and east to New Orleans. These explorers went west and then north along the Pacific in 
search of a route to Asia. Explorers and colonists discovered new riches in gold, silver, and minerals, 
which spurred development of colonial cities. 

 

From 1810 to 1821, Mexico waged a War of Independence against Spain, followed by several more 
years of revolts and the election of the first Mexican president. The early Republic Era in Mexico lasted 
from 1823 to 1833. Beginning in 1835 the Santa Anna Mexican-American War over the border lasted 
into the 1850s. In 1862 troops from Spain, England, and France blockaded Mexico, demanding 
repayments of debt. After the French left Mexico, a constitutional government was reinstated, but 
political strife continued.  

 

In the 20th century, the Mexican Revolution was a series of political events from 1910 to 1929. 
Following the revolution, political unrest continued. Mexico sent soldiers to fight in World War II. 
Beginning in the 1960s Mexico experienced an oil boom and, in the following decades, it went through 
an economic crisis. In the 1990s, NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) between Canada, 
United States, and Mexico was signed. NAFTA created the world's largest free trade area, which now 
links 450 million people producing $17 trillion worth of goods and services. 

Discovering	Mexican	Dance	
Mexican dance provides insights into its people and their authentic, traditional, and popular dances. 
Many of these dances, in addition to songs and music, express the people’s emotions, religious beliefs, 
and love of life. Mexican folkloric dances represent the heritage and celebration of the Mexican people 
from various regions of Mexico. 

 

Mexico is divided into five geographic regions: Michoacán, Jalisco, Veracruz, Hidalgo, and Nuevo Leon. 
The dances of Mexico’s five regions were studied and classified on a scientific basis. Ethnographic, 
anthropological, and social methods confirmed John Torn’s definition of folklore (Lozano, in press). In 
each state, Mexican folkloric dances have evolved with the people’s customs religious influences 
through history. The dances, music, and songs from each of these regions are living art forms that 
collectively capture the spirit of a nation and its culture in unique ways. 



 

Music and song are integral parts of the dance as are the colors and materials used in the clothing the 
dancers wear. Colors symbolize nature and the spiritual world. Designs, decorations, and embroidery 
carry deep meanings and evidence of a strong influence of Mayan and Spanish elements and intricate 
craftsmanship. 

History	of	Mexican	Dance		
Mexican dance mirrors the various cultures and periods in Mexican history. The Aztec and Maya danced 
to celebrate life events and to worship their gods. Dance was an intricate part of community life. The 
main dance (called the great wheel) was the most important dance in Tenochtitlan, the capital city-state 
of the Aztec empire.  

 

When the Spanish conquered and colonized Mexico, they brought their dances and religion. The dances 
of the Mexican people and their reason for dancing blended over time with Spanish culture. Later in the 
colonial period, other European settlers and African slaves came to Mexico and contributed their dances 
to the culture. After Mexico became independent the culture and its dances continued to change. 
Intermarriage of ethnic groups, continued immigration, and outside cultural influences contributed to 
Mexico’s unique fusion of dance, music, and singing techniques from Europe, the Middle East, and 
Africa.  

 

DID YOU KNOW? 

CINCO-DE-MAYO 

Cinco-de-Mayo (5th of May) is an annual celebration in Mexico with even larger festivities in the United 
States. People celebrate May 5 with parades and parties along with mariachi musicians, dancing, and 
traditional Mexican food. Cinco-de-Mayo is a festival with a strong connection to history for Mexico, the 
United States, and the world.  

 

In the 1830s the United States issued the Monroe Doctrine to warn Europe not to continue to acquire 
land in the western hemisphere. Emperor Napoleon III of France decided to ignore this decree and 
ordered his generals to take over Mexico. Once entrenched in Mexico, Napoleon planned to help the 
Confederate Army during the Civil War. If his strategy had worked, then Mexico and the southern United 
States might have been under French control. Napoleon set up Maximillian as the emperor of Mexico. 
His reign was short lived. On May 5, 1862, 41,000 Mexican soldiers surrounded the 70,000 members of 
the French army. Maximillian was captured and executed. With a month, President Benito Juárez 
returned to the capital and the Mexicans reclaimed their country. 



 

Mexican historian and philosopher Justo Sierra wrote that the May 5th battle set back Napoleon’s 
designs for the United States. Sierra claims the major victories of the battle were the political and moral 
results for the Mexican people. They were thrilled by winning the battle, but the event stirred patriotism 
throughout Mexico and the inspiration to redeem their independence as a nation. 

 

Cinco-de-Mayo is indeed a day to be celebrated by both Mexico and the United States for its historical 
significance.  

 

Adapted from D. Miles 2009. Available: http://www.mexconnect.com/articles/3407-cinco-de-mayo-what-is-everybody-
celebrating. 

 

Mexican	Folkloric	Dance		
To perform Mexican folkloric dance, dancers must learn specific rhythmic techniques and dance steps. 
The dances include many figures and steps that each person in the group has to learn to achieve the 
ensemble effect. Often the dancers use traditional clothes or accessories as part of the dance. Dancers 
may assume various personas and roles in the dances, so performance presence is essential. Dancers 
not only perform steps, they express the intention and style of the dance.  

 

Basic techniques in Mexican folkloric dance include footwork, slides, jumps, turns and spins, partner 
work, and group work.  

 

The Mexican folkloric dance class begins with a series of warm-up exercises. Special attention is given to 
warming up the legs and feet.  

 

Following the warm-up exercises, the dancers practice zapateado (footwork) in a series of steps. In 
zapateado dancers learn steps and rhythms that increase in complexity and are practiced at various 
speeds. Dancers try to acquire clarity of the sounds in their footwork. They must acquire a strong acuity 
to hear the sounds they make and the sounds of the group. These rhythmic sounds complement the 
music for the dance. Rhythm and coordination are vital components of effective footwork. 

 



The class moves on to practicing sequences, then dances that the teacher or choreographer has 
designed for the class.  

 

Dancers have to coordinate foot and arm movements in time to the music and with others in the group. 
The dances extend this coordination to manipulating the skirt, accessories, or props. Each dance 
requires use of dynamics, expression, style, and interpretation. 

 

The national dance of Mexico is called el jarabe tapatío (also known as the Mexican hat dance). This 
dance has a colorful history and shows how cultures influence one another. A courting dance, el jarabe 
tapatío originates from the state of Jalisco. The dance has many variations. 

 

For this dance, male dancers wear fancy cowboy outfits and sombreros. Female dancers wear blouses 
with full, flowing skirts and often a shawl. 

Introduction 

In couples, dancers stand facing each other during the musical introduction. 

Step	1:	
(In place, facing your partner)  

Count Step      Arms 

The left arm crosses the front of the body with the hand under the right elbow. The right forearm is 
raised (perpendicular to the body). 

1 Jump with right heel forward.   Right palm turns to face your partner. 

(Note: Jumps are very small and close to the ground.) 

2 Jump with left heel forward.   Right palm faces you. 

3 Jump with right heel forward.   Right palm faces your partner. 

&4 Hold right heel forward.    Two claps (dancers can shout, “Olé!”). 

 

The right arm crosses the front of the body with the hand under the left elbow. The left forearm is raised 
(perpendicular to the body).  

5 Jump with left heel forward.   Left palm turns to face your partner. 



6 Jump with right heel forward.   Left palm faces you. 

7 Jump with left heel forward.   Left palm faces your partner. 

&8 Hold left heel forward.    Two claps (dancers can shout, “Olé!”). 

Repeat this 8-count combination four times for a total of 32 counts. 

Step	2:	
(Moving in a circle to the right doing the combination) 

Touch: the ball of the foot accepts weight for the “&” count. 

Counts  Steps        

1&2  Right step, Left touch together, Right step 

3&4  Left step, Right touch together, Left step 

5&6  Right step, Left touch together, Right step 

7&8  Left step, Right touch together, Left step 

Repeat this 8-count combination for a total of 16 counts. Dancers can travel in one or two circles around 
themselves.  

 

Repeat step 1 for a total of 16 counts. 

Repeat step 2 for a total of 16 counts. 

 

The music changes. 

Step	3:	
Counts   Steps 

1-2  Both partners slide right. 

3&4  Stomp left, stomp right. 

5-6  Both partners slide left. 

7&8  Stomp right, stomp left. 

Repeat this 8-count combination three more times for a total of 24 counts. 

 



The music changes. 

Step	4:	
Counts   Steps 

1,2,3  Step right foot to the side, left behind, step right to the side. 

4  Touch left foot next to right foot; body faces the corner. 

5,6,7  Step left into three-step turn counterclockwise. 

8  Touch right foot next to left foot. 

Repeat this 8-count combination two more times for a total of 16 counts. 

Step	5:	
Counts   Steps 

1,2,3  Partners walk forward, step right, left, right on the right of the other dancer. 

4   Left toe touches next to right foot; right forearm up and right fingers snap. 

5,6,7  Partners walk backward, step left, right, left. 

8  Right toe touches next to left foot. 

Repeat this 8-count combination three more times for a total of 24 counts. 

 

The male partner has 24 counts to get his sombrero (hat). Meanwhile, the female dances, showing off 
her magnificent skirt. 

The male returns and throws down his sombrero next to the female. This represents that he has given 
his heart to her.  

 

The music changes. 

Step	6:	
Counts   Steps 

1-4  Partners move to their right, stepping right, left, right, left. 

5-8  Four steps in place. 

1-4  Partners move forward, stepping right, left, right, left. 



5-8   Four steps in place. 

1-4 Partners move to their left, stepping right, left, right, left. 

5-8 Four steps in place. 

1-4 Partners move backward, stepping right, left, right, left. 

5-8  Four steps in place. 

Each dancer has moved in a square around the hat and returned to their place facing the hat. 

The male dancer crouches by bending at his knees and hips and placing his hands on the floor in front of 
his shoulders. The female dancer does a high fan kick with her left leg over the male and then picks up 
the hat. Both dancers turn to the front of the room. 

 

The music changes and gets faster.  

The female partner holds the hat in her right hand; her right arm stretches straight overhead. 

Counts   Steps 

1-8  Eight runs forward starting with the right foot. 

  Eight runs backward starting with the right foot. 

1  Right heel to side. 

2  Toe touches near left foot. 

3  Right inside heel touches left shin. 

4  Right leg kick on forward diagonal. 

5-8  Repeat step with left foot. 

 

Repeat this 8-count combination again for a total of 16 counts. 

Repeat from the runs forward through the next step for a total of 16 counts. 

 

As the music ends, pose: The male turns and faces his partner. He kneels on his right knee and offers his 
hand. The female faces her partner and points the left foot to the side, holding his hat, she takes his 
hand.  Other endings this dance can be developed for the dancers.  



 

Now that you have learned this dance, review a video of the dance performed by a professional Mexican 
Folkloric dance company such as Ballet Folklorico Nacional de Mexico Aztlan.  

Compare and contrast the version of the dance you learned to this professional performance.  

Evaluate	Your	Dancing	
After learning and rehearsing the previous dance, perform the dance with a partner or a group. Then do 
your self-evaluation using the rubric. Write a brief summary about what you learned and what 
challenged you. Then, in a couple of sentences describe one or two parts of the dance you want to work 
on in the future and how you plan to improve them.  

 

SPOTLIGHT 

SILVIA LOZANO 

Silvia Lozano is an internationally-known Mexican teacher, choreographer, and artistic director. Her 
National Folkloric Ballet of Mexico Aztlan specializes in Mexican Folkloric dance.  The company tours and 
has performed across the world and was selected to perform for the opening of the Epcot Center at 
Walt Disney World.  Lozano created the Unidad Artística del Ejército Mexicano, an Artistic Unit with the 
Ministry of National Defense, to promote culture by staging performances for army personnel.  For her 
artistic work, she reached the rank of Captain Second in the Mexican Army.   At the University of Real 
del Monte in the State of Hidalgo, she developed a bachelor’s degree in Folk Dance.   She is actively 
involved in teaching and presenting at National Dance Festivals, teaching conferences, workshops and 
training courses in various educational institutions. Since 2000, Silvia Lozano conducts annual workshops 
in Texas and California teaching Mexican Folklóric dance.   

 

Search term: Ballet Folklorico Nacional de Mexico Aztlan  

The website for this company provides video clips and biographical information about Silvia Lozano and 
her extensive career, written in the Spanish language.    

 

Thinking	Like	a	Dancer	
Moving and thinking in a cultural dance genre that may or may not be connected to your heritage 
requires seeing it through a different lens. To learn and perform a Mexican folkloric dance, you need to 
see not only the dance but the other contributing arts and cultural beliefs that make the dance unique.  

 



To interpret a dance for yourself and for an audience, you have to gain a personal understanding of the 
dance. The continuing questions posed in chapter 5 are a good place to start. Add your research about 
the region, the dance, its history, the movements, the music, and the meaning of the dance. Your 
deeper understanding of the dance through research will give context and meaning to your learning and 
performance.  
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