Día de los Muertos

Day of the Dead
In the pre-Hispanic cultures of early America, life was seen as a dream. Only in dying did a human being truly awaken. For people who lived with much human suffering, death offered a release from daily living and the restrictions imposed by other cultures. Death was not feared because it was inevitable.

In pre-Hispanic times, it was believed that the dead made a long and perilous journey through nine afterworlds before reaching the region of Mictlán and Mictlancuatl, the god and goddess of the land of death. Afterworlds were important in the pre-Hispanic people’s beliefs because a person’s occupation in life and the manner of his death determined which afterworld he would go to. Four afterworlds are 1) the dwelling place of the sun, Tonatihilhuac, for warriors who died in combat or on the sacrificial block. Women who died during childbirth went to 2) the region of the women. Those whose death involved water such as drowning or lightning went to dwell in 3) the paradise of the rain god, Tlalocan, land of eternal spring, flowers, food, and pleasure. Children went directly to 4) the land of the wet-nurse tree, Chichihuacuauhco, where they drank from milk-dripping trees while waiting to be reborn. All other souls passed into Mictlán.

The Spanish conquistadores came from a continent that had been hit by plagues during the Middle Ages. They came for gold, land and to establish Catholicism in the Americas. They brought with them a new concept of death, and the concepts of heaven, hell, and limbo. The Spanish sensed the power of the celebrations honoring the dead, which were at least 5,000 years old. Realizing that conversion could not obliterate tradition, they permitted certain customs to continue. What eventually developed through this tolerance of the old religion was a fusion of Catholic symbols, beliefs, and rituals with those of the conquered, converted people. It is called “folk Catholicism”.  

In the ninth century, All Saints’ Day, November 1st, when all saints of the Roman Catholic church are commemorated, became known in England as the Feast of All Hallows. October 31st, the day before, was known as All Hallows E’en, a name later shortened to Halloween. Since the thirteenth century, the Catholic church’s All Souls’ Day, November 2nd, has been designated as a time to pray for the souls of departed baptized Christians believed to be in purgatory.

On November 1st and 2nd, the living and the dead reunite. This merges All Saints’ and All Souls’ Days with the Aztec beliefs. Many people believe that on this day, now known as the Day of the Dead, the deceased are given divine consent to visit with their relatives and friends on earth. 

In mid-October, children and adults prepare to welcome the souls of their dead relatives, who return home at this time each year to make sure all is well and that they have not been forgotten. Passers-by will see skeletal images from the windows of bakeries and business establishments. Banners cut from tissue paper are strung across streets. Special bread of the dead is baked and children play with gifts of skeletons, coffins, and bones. You can also buy a skull with your name printed on its forehead. The colors of the holiday are black, white, pink, yellow, and gold/orange.

On November 1st, the souls of children are celebrated and honored while November 2nd is the day to celebrate adult souls.

Altars and altar offerings

At the center of the Day of the Dead observance is an “ofrenda” (altar) constructed either in the home or at the grave site. The altar has roots in pre-Hispanic and Spanish Catholic practices. It is created to keep good relations between the family on earth and the family in the afterworld. Entire families construct altars as an annual commitment. Decorations vary according to village/regional traditions, the family’s earnings, and the importance fo the relative/friend being remembered. Preparation of the altar can be expensive since anything placed for the visiting soul must be new and untouched. 

Whatever the deceased enjoyed in life is used in preparing the altar. Photographs are usually placed in the center and nuts with letters spell out the deceased’s name. Religious images are placed on the altar in the hope that those saints will intercede for the protection of the soul on its journey back to the afterworld. Decorations also include a Tree of Death, tombstones, flowers, candles, skulls, and skeletons of all sizes and materials.

Each altar must have a “feast” for the visiting soul. Food includes traditionally prepared dishes such as chicken in black mole, tortillas, beans, or tamales. Beverages include soft drinks, aguardiente (white-lightning liquor) and always a glass of water to refresh the weary soul. Altars honoring children include a glass of milk, sweets, toys, and apples. A lit candle is always included on an altar. The lighting of the candle is important because it acts as a guide for the returning soul. Altar offerings include all the items and food that the departed soul loved during life. Offerings are placed on the altar by the departed soul’s loved one to let the soul know that they are still remembered and loved. Once the “guest” has “eaten the essence” of the food, all the food is shared with family and friends.

Here are some things often found on an altar:  apples, altar arch, bag of bones, bananas, beans, bread of the dead, Calavera Catrina/Zapatista masks, candles, chicken, chilis, Mexican chocolate, cider, corn, cut paper banners, embroidered napkins, glass of water, little priests, marigolds, milk, nuts, oranges, peanuts, personal mementos, photos of departed, pork, sand paintings, skeletons, skulls, sugar sculptures, tin toys, toy coffins, and wreaths (fresh or plastic). 

Graves

Altars are often built directly upon the grave of the deceased relative or friend. The tombstones are first washed and cleaned. They are then re-painted and decorated with personal mementos and photographs of the deceased. Cemetery walls can often be seen with sayings regarding mortality and paintings of skulls and crossbones. 

On the night of November 1st, families arrive at the gravesite caryying candles that will light the way for the honored guest. Musicians play lively music for celebrating. Priests walk around giving prayers in ancient tongues and blessing graves. Families stay there all night. Friends and family talk about the year’s happenings. Children play games and then fall asleep cradled in ponchos or wrapped in sarapes.

Dawn is shared by family and friends before everyone goes home to eat pozole which has been prepared ahead of time. After two weeks, the decorations at the gravesite are taken down.

Flower of the Dead

Flowers have always played an important part in the everyday lives of Hispanics, whose poetry is often filled with references to them.

Xochiquetzal is the goddesss guardian of the graves. During the Day of the Dead celebrations, her flower, the yellow marigold, is often used as an altar and gravesite decoration. The marigold symbolizes the fact that life is short. It is believed that the marigold’s rich smell is the “smell of death”. A path of marigolds may be laid between the home and grave to guide the soul to return home. Baby’s breath and wild purple orchids (“the flower of the souls”) are also considered appropriate offerings.

Toys

Toys are very important to the celebration of the Day of the Dead. Toys are an introduction to children of the concept of death. Day of the Dead toys include skeletons, skulls, miniature toy coffins, etc. This is so children learn to make, eat, and play with articles of death at an early age. In a sense, “death” becomes familiar and so is not feared. Often the toys are quite humorous.

Skeletons and Skulls
Skeletons and skulls have always been seen in many cultures, not only as a symbol of death, but also as an expression, often humorous, of the belief that the dead continue to have life and form. The term calavera (skull) has come to mean during the Day of the Dead poetry, mock obituaries and satirical verses. These compositions are unique in that the authors write as if the target of their abuse is dead. No one is exempt – neither ladies, gentlemen, priests, nor presidents.

Day of the Dead vs. Halloween

Many people believe that the Day of the Dead is just a Mexican version of Halloween. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Halloween is based on a medieval European concept of death and is populated by demons, witches (usually women!) and other images of terror – all NEGATIVE. The Day of the Dead, on the other hand, is distinctly different. It is a unique Indo-Hispanic custom that demonstrates a strong sense of love and respect for one’s ancestors; celebrates the continuance of life, family relationships, and community solidarity; and even finds humor after death – all POSITIVE concepts.

There are quite a few famous quotes regarding death. Here are only a few of the 

more interesting ones:


How a culture reacts to death reveals how it looks at life.







-Nancy and Jerry Márquez


Don’t fear dying; fear not having lived.







-Anonymous


The Mexican is the only one who makes death come alive.







-Angel Zamarripa L.


I’m not afraid of death. I just don’t like the hours.







-Woody Allen


Tell me how you die and I’ll tell you who you are.







-Octavio Paz


No one dies from death…we die from living.







-Octavio Paz

Fear not death, for the sooner we die the longer we shall be immortal. 





-Benjamin Franklin

For what is it to die, But to stand in the sun and melt into the wind? And when the Earth has claimed our limbs, Then we shall truly dance. 





-Kahlil Gibran

Is death the last sleep? No--it is the last and final awakening. 





-Sir Walter Scott

For death is no more than a turning of us over from time to eternity. 





-William Penn

The day which we fear as our last is but the birthday of eternity. 





-Seneca
El Día de los Muertos

The Day of the Dead
Purpose:  To depict the Day of the Dead and its customs

Poster requirements:


a)  18” x 24” construction paper in black, orange, yellow, white, or pink


b)  Spanish name(s), due date: el primero de noviembre, hora # in top 
     

    righthand corner on front of poster, typed


c)  Colorful, neat, and full of items (ie. no big empty spaces)


d)  Individual or with one partner


e)  Must show:




____ 1)  centered title:  El Día de los Muertos, clearly visible,





   the title may be hand-drawn or cut out




____ 2)  one of the afterworlds (your interpretation) 



____ 3)  a decorated altar
____ 4)  five large altar offerings (not on the actual altar)

____ 5)  a Mexican graveyard



____ 6)  at least four each of marigolds and candles



____ 7)  three skeletons doing three separate activities




____ 8)  two large masks of an animal, person, or creature




____ 9)  using one of the quotes in packet, type it out 

  
   in colorful 1” letters, including the author’s name




____10)  people of all ages enjoying the celebration




____11)  typed captions labeling each item except #1 and #9

____12)  in addition to the above, answer the following 

    questions about this holiday in complete sentences

    and then place the answers near the items they 

    describe:

1.  What is the purpose of building and decorating an altar?

2.  Why are altar offerings place on an altar?

3.  What is the difference between a Mexican graveyard and an 

     American one during this time?

4.  Why are marigolds used on this holiday in Mexico?

5.  Why do candles and water need to be placed on an altar?

6.  Why are skeletons seen everywhere during el Día de los Muertos?
7. Why do the Mexican people celebrate this holiday?

DUE DATE:  el treinta y uno de octubre

A poster drops 5 points each day that it is late. So you have until November 4 to turn in a poster. After November 4, you will receive an F and zero points. (Exception: if someone has been ill and has an excused absence slip on the day he returns from the absence. However, if he has a partner who has been in class throughout his absences, then the absences do not count toward an extension.)  

El Otoño

You will be designing and creating a poster in which you’ll be showing the activities, colors, and sights that take place during the fall season in Spanish. 

1) All posters will be due on el treinta y uno de octubre. You’ll get an 

     extension only if both partners were absent on the same day. If you 

     finish early, please bring a book or other work to do.


2)  All posters will be 18” by 24” construction paper and will have this 


     information typed in the top righthand corner : Spanish name(s),


     hora #, el treinta y uno de octubre


3)  Posters must be colorful, neat, and full of fall colors and items. I 

     recommend using crayons, watercolors, colored pencils, or small 

     fine-tip markers. 


4)  Each item will be labeled in Spanish. Type/computer-print your 

     labels for neatness. You may not cut up the vocab list for labels.


     There must be at least 25 labels from the vocabulary. Don’t 

     
     forget the el, la, los, orlas from the vocabulary list.  




5)  Poster must have title of El Otoño which in big letters at top. 


     Letters must be at least 2 inches high.


6)  I will be basing your grade on three things:



a)  correct spelling/labeling of objects/characters



b)  colorfulness/neatness of overall design



c)  your clean-up skills and classroom behavior during project


7) A poster drops 5 points each day that it is late and you have until 

    November 4 to turn in a poster. After November 4, you will 


    receive an F and zero points, no matter what!! 

