Dia de la Muertos
(Day of the Dead)

Fast Facts:

· Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) is a festival celebrated on November 2nd by people in Mexico, parts of Central and South America, and increasingly throughout the United States.

· Day of the Dead is not a sad or scary occasion, but a spirited holiday when people remember and honor family members who have died. All of this is part of the philosophy that death is not something to be feared, but a natural part of life.

· People celebrate in their homes, creating altars (called ofrendas in Spanish) that display portraits, favorite foods, and special possessions of their loved ones.

· Altars are also decorated with candles and marigolds-the light of the candle and scent of the flowers (called cempasuchitl) are said to attract the souls of the deceased and drawn them back for a short time to take part in the pleasures once enjoyed in life.

· Families also visit the graves of their loved ones, cleaning the headstones, and decorating with flowers and bringing food and music.

· The roots of Day of the Dead are pre-Colombian, and many of the symbols and practices are derived from the indigenous groups of Mesoamerica (Maya and Aztec).

· Images of skeletons dancing or doing other comical things are common.

· Octavio Paz, a native of Mexico and winner of the 1990 Nobel Prize in literature, observes “The word death is not pronounced in New York, in Paris, in London, because it burns the lips. The Mexican, in contrast, is familiar with death, jokes about it, caresses it, sleeps with it, celebrates it, it is one of our favorite toys and his most steadfast love.”
Glossary of terms:

· Antepasados-ancestors; the ones who are given offerings by their families and friends.

· Atole-a hot beverage made with ground corn powder or cornstarch

· Calacas-skulls and skeltons that are shown in a variety of activities

· Calaveritas de azucar-sugar skills that are elaborately decorated, sugar represents the sweetness of life

· Cempasuchitl-yellow or orange marigolds that are seen on graves and altars and whose smell and color are believed to attract the spirits and lead them back home.

· Mole-a chocolate based sauce made with many herbs and spices, usually served on chicken or turkey

· Ofrenda-“offering” another word for altar where food, candles, flowers, pictures and momentos are left for the dead.

· Pan de muerto-“bread of the dead,” baked into different shapes (human, bones, etc.) and usually put on the altar

· Papel picado-“punched paper”, paper banners decorated with elaborate designs.
Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) is a day of celebration for the people of Latin America, particularly in Mexico and Central America, and more recently for Mexican Americans. Rather than grieve over the loss of a beloved family or friend, they choose to commemorate the lives of the dearly departed and welcome the return of their spirits. The history of Day of the Dead is embedded with Pre-Hispanic and Spanish customs. These customs shaped the common elements of traditional Mexican Dia de lost Muertos. Today, Day of the Dead has been increasingly popular with Latinos in the United States. Though many of the traditional elements have remained, how and where Day of the Dead is celebrated has changed.

Ancient Mesoamerican customs and beliefs:


For ancient Mesoamericans, life and death were not two independent states of being. Death did not mean the end of one’s life but rather through death, new life was created. Day of the Dead may have been associated with cyclical nature of agriculture. Trees, plants, and crops grow from the ground in which the dead were buried.

Honoring the dead is not a new tradition in Mexico and Central America. Thousands of years prior to the Spanish Conquest numerous ethnic groups of the region including Aztecs, Mayans, and Toltecs had specific times that they commemorated the deceased. Special months were dedicated to honor the deceased based on whether it was the death of a child or the death of an adult. Other months were specifically associated with how the person died like a drowning, in childbirth, or in warfare. During these months of celebration, the indigenous people believed that the deceased would return and the y would need to offer them gifts. According to historians, providing flowers, food, incense, dances, and music was a way of gaining the favor of the deceased.
The Spanish Arrival:


Though the arrival of the Spanish drastically changed the lives of the indigenous people, their beliefs did not simply cease. A process called syncretism (a blending of Spanish and indigenous beliefs and practices) was instituted and seemed to only effect indigenous beliefs superficially. The clergymen likened the indigenous gods to the Catholic saints. The ritual of worshipping and venerating the dead were changed to correspond with two Spanish holidays: All Saints Day (November 1) and All Souls Day (November 2). Also, Spanish had practices that were similar to Indians, like offerings for the dead. By incorporating the beliefs of the Indians, the Spanish were able to quickly convert the majority of Indians the Catholicism.

Spirits’ return:


Weeks before Day of the Dead, family start preparing for the return of their loved ones. Families visit cemeteries to have a picnic and clean and decorate the graves of their loved ones. Graves and cemeteries are adorned with Cemapsuchitl (a marigold flower native to  Mexico), candles, and incense. The petals of the Cempasuchitl are used to make a pathway. Their scent and color attract the spirits and lead them from the cemetery back to their home.
The Ofrenda:


The welcoming of the spirits back is seen in the home with the creation of an ofrenda (altar or literally an offering). On the ofrenda, many significant objects are placed as gifts to the deceased loved ones. Of these many objects, the altar holds four important elements: water, wind, fire, and earth. Water is given to quench the spirit’s thrist from their long journey and is usually put in a clay pitcher or a glass. Fire is signified by the candles and wind is signified by the papel picado (“punched” paper). The earth element is represented by food, usually pan de muerto (bread of the dead). Other food and drinks are left on the altar like mole (sauce with many spices and herbs), fruit, chocolate, atole (corn-based drink), and whatever the deceased person liked. Copal insence is commonly seen on ofrendas. Copal was used in many indigenous rituals and used to “transmit praises and prayers.” For deceased children, toys and calaveritas de azucar (sugar skills) are also placed on the altar. In addition, flowers are placed on the altar as well as pictures of the deceased and religious items. These offerings ensure that the dead will have everything they need for their journey back.

Dancing


Since day of the dead is a celebration rather than a period of mourning, music and dancing are necessary. They types of dancing performed vary regionally. A popular dance that originated from the state of Michoacan is La Danza de los Viejitos (the dance of the little old men). Young men and sometimes boys dress up as old men. They walk out crouched over and holding their backs and then abruptly jump up and start dancing with great enthusiasm. La Danza de los Tecuanes (the dance of the tigers/jaguars) is a colonial dance that illustrates farm workers hunting a jaguar or tiger. Some dancers portray the farm workers while two or three dancers represent the devil and jaguars or tigers.

Day of the Dead in the United States


With the exceptions of border communities in Texas and Arizona, celebrations of Dia de los Muertos have become fairly recent celebrations. The Chicano movement is credited for the emergence of Day of the Dead in the U.S. The movement gave Latinos pride in their ethnic identity and heritage and enabled them to combat the negative stereotypes. The renewed interest in Day of the Dead enabled Latinos to “remember personal and communal antepasados (ancestors) and strengthen their sense of historic past.”


Many elements symbolic of Day of the Dead in Mexico are incorporated in its celebration in the United States like the use of calacas (skulls or skeletons), marigolds, candles, and elaborate ofrendas. However, where ofrendas are placed indicates the difference between U.S. and Mexico’s Day of the Dead. In Mexico, altars are typically found in homes and churches, however in the United States they are seen as part of museum exhibits. It is becoming more common that ofrendas combine traditional objects with more contemporary elements. Ofrendas in the U.S. show a “mix of popular with traditional materials, sacred with secular, and personal with national and political agendas.” The Mexican Fine Arts Center housed an entire section on political topics. Students of the Talcott Fien Arts and Museum Academy created an ofrenda dealing with immigration titled “Death of a Dream.” The students included traditional objects like sugar skulls, papel picado, pan de muerto, and marigolds. In addition to these traditional items they had objects that signified the dangerous journey immigrants face. There were water jugs representing warrior masks, papel picado with a border scene and barbed wire fence, and in front of the ofrenda is a chain-link fence. Many of the students knew people who took enormous risk to find a better life in the U.S. They are not only making a political statement, but honoring those who died trying to cross the border.
Questions:
1. What was the goal of the Chicano movement? 
2.
What are the four elements represented in the ofrenda? What objects represent each?


a.

b.

c.

d.

3.
What are the names and dates of the two days of the Day of the Dead Festival?

4.
Look at the quote from Octavio Paz, what do you think he means by this?
Essay question options (answer using the lined paper on the back of your sugar skull)
a. Describe in detail the ofrenda you would build of your own.
b. How would you want to be remembered on Day of the Dead?
