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TRADITION: DAY OF THE DEAD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cult to the death is one of the basic elements in the religion of 

Mexican ancient. They believed that the death and the life constitute 
a unity. For the prehispanic people the death is not the end of the 
existence, it is a transitional way toward something better.  
We can find symbols about the cult to the death in their architecture 

ïpyramids - , sculpture and ceramic, as well as in poetic songs. There 
are evidenced about pain and anguish are feelings caused by the 

step to the death; to the ñMictl§nò, place of the dead people or the 

spirit that have to wait for good destination, the paradises of the 
ñTlalocanò. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, at the family burial plot in the local cemetery, relatives spruce up each gravesite. In 

rural villages this may entail cutting down weeds that have sprouted up during the rainy season, 

as well as giving tombs a fresh coat of paint after making any needed structural repairs. The 

graves are then decorated according to local custom. The tomb may be simply adorned by a 

cross formed of marigold petals or elaborately embellished with colorful coronas (wreaths) and 

fresh or artificial floral arrangements. In many areas children's graves are festooned with 

brightly colored paper streamers or other festive adornments.  

On November 2 family members gather at the cemetery for gravesite reunions more festive than 

somber. Some bring along picnic baskets, bottles of tequila for toasting the departed or even a 

mariachi band to lead a heartfelt sing-along. Local merchants set up provisional stands outside 

the cemetery gates to sell food and drinks. The booming reports of pyrontechnic rockets may 

announce the commencement of an open-air memorial mass, the ocassion's most solemn inter-

lude.  

While death is a topic largely avoided in the USA, the remembrance of deceased ancestors and 

loved ones is traditional among diverse cultures around the globe, often marked by lighting can-

dles or lamps and laying out offerings of food and drink. Such celebrations can be traced back as 

far as the glory days of ancient Egypt when departed souls were honored during the great festi-

val of Osiris.  

Death held a significant place in the pantheons and rituals of Mexico's ancient civilizations. 

Among the Aztecs, for example, it was considered a blessing to die in childbirth, battle or human 

sacrifice, for these  

 

assured the victim a desirable destination in the afterlife. The success of the Spaniard's spiritual 

conquest in Mexico is due in part to their willingness to incorporate certain pre-Hispanic cus-

toms into Christian practices.  

Not surprisingly, as Mexican society has modernized, long-held customs have begun to fall by 

the wayside, particularly among urbanites. But the rapid encroachment of U.S. culture, intensi-

fied since the enactment of North American Free Trade Agreement, seems to have spurred many 

citizens to actively pursue the preservation of Mexican traditions. While each October the coun-

try's supermarket shelves are now crammed with plastic pumpkins, witches' hats and rubber 

masks, government and private institutions have recently increased promotion of commemora-

tive altars displayed in museums, educational centers and other public venues.  

Most Mexico guidebooks make special mention of Day of the Dead customs, focusing on the 

celebrated all-night candlelight vigils in cemeteries at Janitzio Island and Mixquic, to the extent 

that either may draw nearly as many awed observers as celebrants.  

Mixquic, once a farming island of the Aztec empire, is now a district of Mexico City that has 

retained something of a rural village ambiance and its ancient indigenous roots. The area takes 

on a busy and festive air in the final days of October as merchants set up street stands to hawk 

their wares for the Day of the Dead. In the cemetery, all family burial plots are elaborately em-

bellished with an array of earthly delights in the hope of luring departed spirits. At 2 p.m. No-

vember 1, relatives gather at each tomb to mourn the loss of loved ones with la llorada--the 

weeping. Later, when dark would normally envelop the graveyard, the glow of thousands of 

votive candles illuminates the way for the departed. At Midnight they are called home with the 

mournful tolling of bells. Then each soul is lovingly remembered with recitations of the Rosary.  

Day of the Dead festivities in villages throughout the state of Michoacan have a distinctive fla-

vor reflecting the culture of the area's Purepecha Indians. Having successfully resisted conquest 

in the pre-Hispanic era, this ethnic group remained immune to outside influences until the arrival 

of the Spanish Conquistadors. As in other parts of Mexico, floral tributes, regional repast and 

candlelight vigils in each local cemetery are integral to the November 1 and 2 celebrations, but 

among the Purepechas (or Tarascans, as the Spanish named them) these activities are relegated 

to women and children. Meanwhile, the male population commemorates the season with other 

rituals related to the fall harvest. Throngs of visitors annually trek to the Island of Janitzio to 

witness the graveyard vigil there, although equally colorful celebrations may be observed more 

serenely in most other Michoacan villages.  

 

 

However, Dr. Yolotl González, researcher with the National Anthropology and History Institute 

(INAH), says that independent of colonial and Christian influence, the tradition of celebrating 

"Los Muertos" is basically a pre-Hispanic concept. 

It is widely known that the Mexica, celebrated a fiesta called "Miccailhuitontli" held in honor of 

dead children, and "Miccailhuitl" in honor of the adult dead. But before the Spanish conquest, 

these fiestas were not celebrated in early November, but in the middle of the year. 

The Spanish made them coincide with the Catholic holidays of All Saints Day and All Soul's 

Day, which date to the Middle Ages, says Dr. González. But here in Mexico Todos los Santos is 

secondary to the pre-Hispanic festival. 

"Even in Mixquic, which is just one big party contaminated by commercialism, they put a clay 

dog on the altar-a clear reference to pre-conquest custom of killing a dog and incinerating it with 

the body of the deceased to help it on its way," said González. 

In pre-Hispanic tradition the dead had to cross a river, and the dog was needed to help the soul 

cross over, she explains. 

The humorous aspect was absent from the celebrations of the Mexica, said González, just as it is 

from festivities in many indigenous communities today. 

Mictlantecuhtli was the god of 
the dead. Those who was died 

in natural death they went to 
the "Mictlan"  

The Aztec culture, they believed 
after dying, they would continue 
living in another way. the dead 

were buried with all kind of ob-
jects that could be help in their 
trip to the Mictlan.  

This feeling about destination 

should be understanding in 

sense that the Aztec people 
were conceived themselves like 
soldiers of the Sun, and their 
rites contributed to strengthen 

the Sun -Tonatiuh in his divine 
combat against the stars, sym-
bols of wrong and night or dark-

ness. The Aztecs offered sacri-
fices to their gods; and in just 
retribution, they spilled the light 
or the day and the rain on the 

humanity in order to make grow 
t h e  l i f e .  
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C O N C L U S I O N  

Cualquier visitante es agasajado con comida, que la gente ofrece en 

nombre de sus muertos, con la creencia de que, si dan, recibirán más en 

el futuro por intercesión de sus fieles difuntos. 

 
 

ñ..Todas las pr§cticas, creencias, ritos, mitos, costumbres y tradiciones 

en torno a los muertos forman parte de la religiosidad o piedad popular. 

Estas expresiones de fe son un reto para la pastoral oficial de la Iglesia, 

ya que son las formas en que los fieles cristianos encuentran maneras de 

darle sentido a su fe católica. Los obispos de América Latina en dos de 

sus conferencia, Medellín y Puebla, han hablado de esta relación tan 

importante entre la Iglesia y la religiosidad popular. 

Las costumbres en torno a los muertos no solamente expresan la fe de 

que la muerte no tiene la última palabra, y que la vida se extiende más 

allá de la existencia física por la fe en que en la Resurrección de Cristo 

participamos de su vida eterna..ò 

Nosotros, la parroquia de Santa Teresa, queremos apreciar la presencia 

del Evangelio en la religiosidad popular de nuestros pueblos. En el 

compartir entre los de habla ingles y los hispano-hablantes de estos 

elementos de nuestras culturas esperamos conocer, respetar, y unirnos 

cada vez más como comunidad católica. 

ñAll of the practices, beliefs, rituals, myths, cus-
toms, and traditions about the dead form part of 
religious devotion or popular piety. These expres-
sions of faith are a challenge or those in the pas-

toral ministry of the Church, because in these cus-
toms, faithful Christians find ways of giving mean-
ing to their Catholic faith.  

The bishops of Latin America in two of their confer-
ences, at Medellin and Puebla, have spoken of this 
important relationship between the Church and 
popular religious devotion. The conference in Pue-
bla especially dealt with this themeò  

 Customs regarding the dead express several be-
liefs: first, that death does not have the final word; 
second, that life extends beyond this physical life; 

and third, that in the Resurrection of Christ we par-

ticipate in his eternal life..ò 

At Saint Therese parish we want to appreciate the 
presence of Gospel Values in the popular religion of 
our countries. We hope that this Sharing between 
the English and Spanish speaking members of our 
community will lead us to know each other better, 
mutually respect our cultures bringing us closer 
together as a Catholic Community.  

C O N C L U S I O N .  
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C O N T I N U A T I O N  A L T A R S . .  

In setting up the altar, a designated area of 

the home is cleared of its normal 

furnishings. The arrangement often consists 

of a table and several overturned wooden 

crates placed in tiers and covered with clean 

linens. The offerings are then laid out in an 

artistic and fairly symmetrical fashion. The 

smell of burning copal (incense) and the 

light of numerous candles are intended to 

help the departed find their way.  

In Mexico the Day of the Dead is a holiday 

that tends to be a subject of fascination for 

visitors from abroad. With its rare mix of 

pre-Hispanic and Roman Catholic rituals, it 

is also a perfect illustration of the synthesis 

of pre-Hispanic and Spanish cultures that 

has come to define the country and its 

people.  

WELCOME  for the deceased.-  
 

At the altar people put all the objects the person 

used to enjoy in life. A photo of the person occupy 

the principal place of the altar; on a side they put 

the saucers the deceased used to like the most, . 

"...the deceased could come back to the house 

that day and has to be welcome". 
"When I was little, in celebrations leading up to 

Muertos, there were calaveras, little heads or skulls 

made of chick peas . and those sugar skulls were 

continually made. The Toluca sweet fair was a 

classic; you had coffins of sugar, toys related to 

death, dolls. But I don't think this was really hu-

morous. I think it is that death was seen as natural, 

so much so that its image could be a toy for little 

kids.. 

..If youôve never seen a Mexican cemetery, Day of 

the Dead in the time to go. Youôll be astonished 

with how colorful and festive they are done up for 

this holiday -- and how personalized and non-

symmetrical they seem compared to North Ameri-

can standards..ò By Dr. Yolotl Gonz§lez, re-

searcher with the National Anthropology and His-

tory Institute (INAH).  

ALTAR DE MUERTOSï DEAD 
ALTAR. 

At home members of the fam-
ily might use the purchases to 
elaborate an altar in honor of 
deceased relatives, decorating 
it with papel picado, candles, 
flowers, photographs of the 
departed, candy skulls in-
scribed with the name of the 
deceased, and a selection of 
his or her favorite foods and 
beverages. The latter often 
include bottles of beer or te-
quila,  favorite things, a book, 
cigars, and also cups of atole 
(corn gruel) or coffee, and 
fresh water, as well as platters 
of rice, beans, chicken or 
meat in mole sauce, candied 
pumpkin or sweet potatoes 
and the aforementioned 
breads.  
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Prehispanic mummy  

FIESTA DE MUERTOS ENTRE LOS MEXICAS 

El culto del día de muertos en Xochimilco es una tradición 

que vienen desde la época de los mexicas, de la costumbre 

llamada Tzompantli, que eran las crónicas que se referían a 

los enemigos capturados o a los ofrendados al Sol en el Tem-

plo Mayor; ese es su origen. Consistía la tradición en poner 

al que moría todo lo que se pensaba que iba a necesitar en su 

viaje al reino de la muerte: el Mictlán. El muerto hacía este 

recorrido acompañado por un perro (tepetzcuintle), según las 

creencias de los mexicas. En su trayecto tenía que viajar por 

un río y padecer siete peligros. 

 

En cuanto al contenido de la ofrenda, ésta incluía, fundamen-

talmente, los alimentos que el difunto podía requerir durante 

el viaje: fruta, dulce, agua, etc. Cada año regresan los muer-

tos y la ofrenda se pone otra vez. Los dulces que forman 

parte de ella se elaboran en Santa Cruz Acapixtla, 

Xochimilco, y las calaveras de azúcar, igual que las máscaras 

de cartón, se adquieren en La Merced. En Xochimilco, las 

familias se preparan para ofrendar a sus difuntos desde un 

mes antes. 

 

UNA MOMIA PREHISPANICA.  

Netzahualcóyotl (1391 -

1472). He wrote: "we are 
humans / all will go on, / all 

will be die in the earth. / 
Like a painting, / all will go 
erasing. / Like a flower, / 

we will go to drying / here 
on the earth. / Meditate it, 
men eagles and tigers, / 
although you are from jade, 

/ although you are golden, / 
also we will go on / to the 
place of the rests. / We 

have to wake up, / nobody 
will be remaining."  
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 Her face is unforgettable and she goes by many names: La Catrina, 
la Flaca, la Huesuda, la Pelona -- Fancy Lady, Skinny, Bony, Baldy. A 

fixture in Mexican society, she's not some trendy fashion model, but 

La Muerte -- Death.  

 Renowned writer Octavio Paz observes that, undaunted by 
death, the Mexican has no qualms about getting up close and per-
sonal with death, noting that he "...chases after it, mocks it, courts it, 

hugs it, sleeps with it; it is his favorite plaything and his most lasting 
love."  

November 1, All Saints Day, and November 2, All Souls Day are 
marked throughout Mexico by a plethora of intriguing customs that 
vary widely according to the ethnic roots of each region. Common to 

all, however, are colorful adornments and lively reunions at family 
burial plots, the preparation of special foods, offerings laid out for the 

departed on commemorative altars and religious rites that are likely 

to include noisy fireworks.  

In most localities November 1 is set aside for remembrance of de-

ceased infants and children, often referred to as angelitos (little an-
gels). Those who have died as adults are honored November 2.  

From mid -October through the first week of November, markets and 
shops all over Mexico are replete with the special accouterments for 

the Dia de Muertos (Day of the Dead). These include all manner of 
skeletons and other macabre toys; intricate tissue paper cut -outs 
called papel picado; elaborate wreaths and crosses decorated with 
paper or silk flowers; candles and votive lights; and fresh seasonal 

flowers, particularly cempazuchiles (marigolds) and barro de obispo 
(cockscomb). Among the edible goodies offered are skulls, coffins and 
the like made from sugar, chocolate or amaranth seeds and special 
baked goods, notably sugary sweet rolls called pan de muerto that 

come in various sizes invariably topped with bits of dough shaped like 
bones and, in some regions, unadorned dark breads molded into hu-
manoid figures called animas (souls). All of these goods are destined 

for the buyer's ofrenda de muertos (offering to the dead).  
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Las ofrendas para sus "angelitos" consisten en pan de muerto, fruta, 

chayotes, elotes, atole de masa, leche en jarritos especiales, tamales, 

nicuatole (calabaza en tacha), conserva de tejocotes y calaveras de 

azúcar. En algunos pueblos se les agregan juguetes de barro.  

Las ofrendas para los adultos incluyen pan de muerto, fruta, mole de 

pollo servido en platos, calaveras de azúcar, tortillas, cigarros, vasos 

o jarros de agua, pulque, tequila, mezcal o cualquier otro licor. 

En Tepepan ponen un ayate nuevo y una mazorca para el que le 

gustó pizcar. En San Luis ofrecen morrales a quienes fueron buenos 

sembradores. En Santa Cruz Acapixtla agregan ropa e instrumentos 

de labranza. "La alumbrada" consiste en encender ceras sobre las 

tumbas de los niños (en la noche del 1o. de noviembre) y sobre los 

sepulcros de los grandes (durante todo el día 2 de noviembre). 

Además, colocan ofrendas de flores, coronas, canastos llenos de pan y 

fruta de la ocasión(Santa Cruz Acapixtla). "Dar la calavera" es una cos-

tumbre que se observa el día 3 de Noviembre, cuando se intercambian 

las ofrendas entre las familias. Se manda a los hijos con canastas de pan 

y fruta a la casa del tío, el padrino o el hermano. Se vacía la canasta y se 

vuelve llenar con lo que quedó de las otras ofrendas. En Santa Cruz 

Acapixtla se acude al panteón el 29 de Septiembre a invitar a los difun-

tos a visitar sus casas los días 1o. y 2 de Noviembre. 

En muchas partes la gente forma un sendero con pétalos de zem-

poaxochitl, desde el altar hasta la calle, para que las almas encuentren el 

camino.  

El 2 de noviembre las velas y los platillos aumentan de número: el arroz 

con leche, los camotes en dulce y gelatinas, agregando carnes en los di- 

ferentes: 

moles-, tamales, cigarros, y café. 

Se hornean calabazas y panes 

especiales de muchas formas, 

tamaños y colores, a veces son 

descomunales y representan 

seres humanos. En ocasiones, 

parte de las viandas se llevan al 

cementerio, junto con las velas y 

los zempoaxochitl, la clásica flor 

de difuntos en nuestro país.  


