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What is dia de 
los muertos? 

  
 
Día de los Muertos or Day of the Dead is a 
Mexican holiday rooted in the ancient past 
of Mesoamerica. The origins of the modern 
holiday has been traced back hundreds of 
years to the rituals of the Aztec Indians. 
Dedicated to the Goddess of Death, Micte-
cacihuatl (Lady of the Dead), the Aztec rit-
ual honored those who have passed on with 
great feasts, sacrifice, ritual, dance, and 
sacred art that depicted their beliefs and 
customs. In the past, the ritual honoring the 
deceased was celebrated for the entire 
month of August, which is the ninth month 
of the Aztec solar calendar.            
     The Aztecs believed that there were 
three places where the spirits of the dead 
rested. The warriors who died in battle 
went to the paradise of the Sun God. Those 
who died drowning went to the paradise of 
the Rain God, Tlaloc, and those who died 
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by natural causes went to Mictlán, the un-
derworld. Mictecacihuatl rules Mictlán 
along with her husband Mictlantecuhtli. Be-
cause Mictecacihuatl is believed to have 
died at birth, she was designated Lady of 
the Dead and given the job of watching 
over their bones. 
     Ancient indigenous festivities honoring 
the Dead are believed to date back approxi-
mately 3,000 years. The Aztecs were in awe 
of the eternal cycle of life and death and 
believed in the need for sacrifice to assure 
the  continuation  of life. They were known  
      

"Gran calavera eléctrica" (Grand electric skull) , 1900-1913, Jose 
Guadalupe Posada. Source: Library of Congress.  public domain. 
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to keep skulls on display as trophies to 
symbolize death and rebirth during their 
rituals.             
     In their attempts to convert the indige-
nous peoples to Catholicism, the Spaniards 
tried to eradicate the Aztec celebration. 
Since their efforts failed miserably, they 
formally moved the celebration to coincide 
with the Christian holidays of All Saints’ 
Day (November 1) also referred to as Día 
de los Angelitos, meaning “Day of the Lit-
tle Angels” and All Souls’ Day (November 
2). Although much of the ancient indige-
nous religions were lost, the core aspect of 
the Day of the Dead was kept. This core 
consists of the altar with offerings to the 
dead. 
     While skulls and skeletons are among 
the most common images representing 
death and rebirth in Day of the Dead cele-
brations, they are certainly not the only 
representations. The butterfly also holds a 
special place in the lives of indigenous peo-
ples of the New World. At least two of the 
many Aztec deities were personifications of 
butterflies: Lepidoptera Xochiquetzal 
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("Precious Flower") and Itzpapalotl 
("Obsidian Butterfly). Xochiquetzal, for ex-
ample, was a mother goddess, a goddess of 
love, flowers, and fine arts. She was a sym-
bol of beauty, fire, and of the spirits of the 
Dead. She was seen as the patron goddess 
of domestic laborers, and of warriors killed 
in battle. According to legend, Xochiquetzal 
trailed young warriors into battle and 
joined with them at their moment of death, 
clutching a butterfly between her lips! 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     In modern times, the monarch butterfly 
migration coincidentally occurs at the same 
time as Day of the Dead festivities. Mon-
arch butterflies travel thousands of miles 
from the United States and Canada to cen-
tral  México  where they nest for the winter       
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months. The gorgeous, brightly colored per-
sonifications of transformation can be seen 
flying through the graveyards in the Mexi-
can state of Michoacán. It is believed by 
the Purépecha Indians that each butterfly 
contains the soul of a loved one who has 
returned. As they arrive in the graveyards, 
they are greeted with enthusiasm and cele-
bration. 
    As in the past, the modern Day of the 
Dead celebrations are presided over by Mic-
tecacihuatl, although today she is known as 
Santa Muerte. However, the festival is cele-
brated differently depending on the region 
in which it is celebrated. For example, in 
some places people wear shells on their 
clothing so that when they dance, the rat-
tling of the shells will wake up the Dead. In 
other places, people will dress like those 
who have passed on, even wearing some of 
the deceased’s clothing.     
     Common elements of Day of the Dead 
celebrations include people donning cos-
tumes of devils, skeletons, Death, and wid-
ows. Parading through the streets celebrat-
ing the souls of the departed or as if walk- 



11 

 

ing in a mock funeral is another similarity. 
Many people visit the graves of loved ones 
and many people build shrines in their 
homes to honor the dearly departed. 
     In Mesa, Arizona, the holiday has at-
tracted people from different cultures who 
all have one thing in common: ancestor rev-
erence. Native Americans and African 
Americans have begun to join in and per-
form their own cultural dances as an ex-
pression of honoring the Dead. 
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Characteristics 
of Day of the 

Dead 
 
 
Day of the Dead is laden with recognizable 
characteristics and icons. Rather than a 
time of mourning, Day of the Dead repre-
sents a celebration of the duality of life—
Life and Death—when the spirits of the 
dearly departed are invited to return to 
Earth to party with the living. Day of the 
Dead is observed every November 1st and 
2nd; though some people also dedicate No-
vember 3rd to give shelter to people who 
died in sudden accidents, November 4th to 
murder victims, and November 5th to un-
baptized souls. Some people just want to 
spend time publicly and privately honoring 
their loved ones for a little longer.  
 
Ofrenda (Altar or Shrine) 
The ofrendas is the altar or shrine where 
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offerings to the Dead are made. In México, 
many people will visit the graves of de-
parted loved ones and set up picnics, flow-
ers and foods there. Others make an of-
renda in their homes to celebrate the dearly 
departed. The Day of the Dead altar con-
sists of photos of loved ones, special foods 
such as pan de muerto (Bread of the Dead), 
candles, marigolds, sugar skulls, papel 
picado, candles, copal, water and beer or 
liquor.  
 
Calaveras 
These whimsical 
characterizations of 
skulls and skeletons 
are among the most 
popular imagery 
used in Day of the 
Dead artwork and 
celebrations.  
 
Skull Art 
The depiction of 
skulls and skeletons 
in indigenous art  
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dates back prior to the Spanish Conquest. 
The Aztecs kept skulls from sacrifices as 
trophies and sculpted images of skulls out 
of stone and lava, and painted them on 
clothing, pots and in the codices. 
 
Catrin and Catrina 
Catrin and Catrina are popular Día de los 
Muertos images created by Mexican artist 
José Guadalupe Posada (1852-1913). They 
were made to poke fun at high society, 
showing that no one is immune from the 
inevitable.  
 
Graveyards 
In certain parts of México, family members 
gather at the graves of their loved ones and 
build the altar by the headstone rather than 
in their home. 
 
Cempazuchitl 
Also known as "the flower with 400 lives," 
marigolds symbolized death to the Aztecs.  
They believed that the pungent aroma of 
the flowers provided a clear path of return 
to the altar or grave from which they are 



15 

 

called by the living.   
 
Sugar skulls 
Skulls are molded out of sugar and deco-
rated with icing and glitter and placed on 
altars. The names of the dearly departed 
are also inscribed on the foreheads and 
decorated. The sugar represents the sweet-
ness of life while the skull represents the 
sadness of death.  
 
Animal Skulls 
The ancient Aztecs believed that when a 
person is born they get a nagual, an animal 
spirit companion who would be at their 
side throughout life as a soul partner. Ani-
mals were honored and revered because  
they acknowledged the sacred interdepend-
ence between humankind and the animal 
world. Even today, the indigenous people 
are well aware of the fact that without our 
animal relatives we would cease to exist. 
Animal skeletons and skulls are a commo-
nelement on the Day of the Dead altars and 
represent the sacred passing of a family pet 
or  Animal Spirits. Our animal relatives are  
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appeased with offerings, as are our ances-
tors.  

Painted raccoon skull by the author. 



17 

 

Day of the 
Dead  

ofrendas 
 
The core element in Day of the Dead cele-
brations is the ofrenda. In homes and in 
graveyards, family members honor the de-
parted with offerings of food, incense, wa-
ter, flowers, toys, crosses, photographs and 
mementos of the deceased that are placed 
on altars and shrines. The altars are deco-
rated with the traditional papel picado 
decorations and often have images of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe and the Virgin Mary on 
them, as well. In addition, there is often a 
golden arch covered in marigold flowers 
that towers over the altar. 
     Many of the symbols found on the al-
tars of today are the result of the melding 
of Spanish and indigenous art and religion. 
The indigenous cross of the four cardinal 
points became the Christian cross, and the 
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Tree of Life became the Garden of Eden. 
The Spanish brought elements of the Feast 
of Fools associated with carnival (farewell 
to flesh) where everything is open to ridi-
cule, mockery, and lightheartedness. Every-
thing is equal in death; no one escapes its 
inevitability.  
     During the latter part of the colonial 
period, people began making brightly col-
ored sugar skulls and exchanging them be-
tween family and friends as tokens of af-
fection. These became common items 
alongside other traditional offerings. Skele-
ton dolls made of clay and paper maché 
were made depicting people in everyday 
activities. These dolls soon became a part 
of tradition. Many people believe that it is 
good luck to possess objects such as these 
associated with Day of the Dead. 
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How to Make a  
Day of the Dead Altar 

 
The Day of the Dead altar includes four 
main elements of nature - earth, wind, wa-
ter, and fire.  Earth is represented by 
crops—food, the aroma of which attracts 
the souls of the departed. Wind is repre-
sented by papel picado because it is light-
weight and easily blows in the wind. Water 
is represented by bowls of water to quench 
the thirst of the souls who come to visit. 
Fire is represented by candles. 
 
1. Three tiers. Traditionally, altars are 

three tiered to represent Heaven, Earth 
and Purgatory. Tiers are made using 
boxes or crates and covered in clean 
linens or colorful fabrics. Papel picado 
is placed around the edges. 

2. The arch. An arch made of sugar cane 
or bamboo  and covered with marigolds 
is made to protect and tower over the 
altar. Food and decorations are then 
hung on the arch. Optional. 
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3. Photo of a Loved One. At the center of 
the altar is a photograph of the loved 
one to whom the altar is dedicated. It is 
decorated with mementos that reflect 
the individual. Altars may also contain 
multiple photos of those who have de-
ceased—family, friends, and historical 
figures. Frida Kahlo for example, is one 
such person who is commonly depicted 
on ofrendas. Sometimes altars are built 
to honor victims of domestic violence 
and murder and other tragic and trau-
matic deaths. 

4. It is customary to prepare a feast of 
foods that the spirits will enjoy. Tama-
les, mole, pan de muerto, peanuts, wal-
nuts, fruits and foods that were favor-
ites of the deceased are offered. Fruits 
that are commonly offered include 
limes, apples, jicama and tejocotes. 
Each offering is placed on the altar in 
pairs to represent the duality of Life 
and Death.  

5. Marigold Flowers (Cempasúchitl). Yel-
low and orange marigolds are lavished 
upon the altar. Marigolds are consider- 
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     ed the Flower of the Dead and are used 
because of their abundance and their 
robust fragrance. They represent wis-
dom, truth, beauty and the “desire to 
never die” (Parr, 2003). 

6.  Sugar skulls and calacas (skeletons). The 
presence of whimsical calacas offer 
those in the physical world something 
tangible that captures the spirit of the 
loved one. 

7. Votive Candles. Candles represent the 
Light of Truth and are believed to light 
the way for the Dead. Purple represents 
pain, pink celebration, and white hope. 
Use whatever colors feel right as there 
is much room for personalization. Each 
candle represents the soul of a departed 
loved one. 

8. Glasses of water are provided to quench 
the thirst of the souls after making the 
long journey. 

9. Grooming items. A bar of soap, a towel, 
perfume, and the like are placed on the 
altar in the belief that the dead ones 
have been on a long journey and would 
like   to  refresh   themselves   for   the   
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celebration.  
10. Copal incense. Long used by the indige-

nous peoples in their celebrations and 
rituals, copal is said to fill the space 
between earth and sky. It blesses the 
souls as they enter and clears the path 
for their journey. 

11. Pan de Muerto. Bread of the Dead is a 
special sweet pastry made to honor 
those who walk a sacred path. It is used 
to feed the ancestors. 

 
Other items such as paper cut outs, paper 
flowers, images of saints, Our Lady of Gua-
dalupe and the Virgin Mary, historical fig-
ures, and personal effects of the honoree 
are placed at the altar. Salt is considered 
the spice of life and is one of the staples 
that should be left at the altar. 
     It is believed that the dead consider it 
disrespectful to be greeted by grieving at 
the altar. Rather it is a time to celebrate 
abundance and earthly pleasures. 
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Notable 

Day of the 
Dead  

Artists 
 
 

José Guadalupe Posada 
Diego Rivera 
Frida Kahlo 
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José Guadalupe 
Posada  

(1852—1913)  
 
 
José Guadalupe Posada is considered to be 
the first humorist in modern folk art with 
his political and satirical images. He is 
credited for popularizing Day of the Dead 
celebrations through the creation of skele-
tal cartoons that capture the Mexican atti-
tude towards Death.  
     Posada was born in 1852 in Aguascali-
entes, México. At the age of 16, he appren-
ticed under José Trinidad Pedroza, who 
was a publisher, printer and graphic artist. 
Pedroza taught Posada the art of lithogra-
phy and engraving and hired him to work 
in his shop, El Esfuerzo. There, Posada 
lithographed illustrations, cigar box labels, 
diplomas and letterheads. It is said that 
there was much talk in the shop of political 
and cultural issues facing the people at the  
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time. Eventually, Posada worked as a 
teacher of lithography.  
     In every sense, Posada was an artist for 
the  people.  He  was  able  to create cari-
catures of news stories and advertisements 
which were easily understood by the largely 
illiterate, poverty stricken population. His 
drawings are considered excellent represen-
tations of the turbulent times in which he  

La Calavera Catrina (The Elegant Skull) is a 1910 zinc etching by 
Mexican printmaker José Guadalupe Posada. Public domain. 
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lived.     
     Posada is best known for his depictions  
of whimsical  skeletons engaging in the eve-
ryday activities of common folk. In particu-
lar, his Day of the Dead cartoons known as 
Catrin and Catrina continue to grace many 
Day of the Dead altars and artwork to to-
day. The names Catrin and Catrina mean 
"dapper” or “elegant”  and they reflect the 
ornate fashions of the times.  Posada’s de-
piction of high society in skeletal form was 
a profound statement to the pretentious-
ness of the rich, who are just as susceptible 
as anyone to death. 
     Like too many brilliant artists, Posada 
received paltry pay amounting to a few 
cents each for each of his drawings when 
he was alive. He was a humble man who 
upon his death was buried in an ordinary 
grave, never to know he would be instru-
mental in fueling a fabulous artistic genre 
for years following his death. 
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Diego rivera 
(1886—1957)  

 
Diego Rivera was born in 1886 in Guana-
juato, México and studied art at the San 
Carlos Academy of Fine Arts as a teenager. 
Like his predecessor José Guadalupe 
Posada, Rivera was strongly influenced by 
the political climate of the times, drawing 
from the ideals of the Mexican Revolution 
(1914-15) and the Russian Revolution 
(1917). He was a painter, muralist and com-
munist that strove to create art that re-
flected the lives of the common person and 
native people of México. Considered one of 
the leading artists of the twentieth century, 
Diego Rivera had a profound impact on the 
international art world.  
     Rivera began to express his artistic 
ideas about México through a series of mu-
rals painted on public buildings, some of 
which were quite controversial. One mural 
in  particular  called The Man at the Cross- 
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Portrait of Diego Rivera, 1932 Mar. 19. Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division, Van Vechten Collection, repro-
duction number LC-USZ62-103973 DLC (b&w film copy neg.). 
Public domain. 
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roads depicted Russian communist leader 
Vladimir Lenin. Despite protests by the 
Rockefellers, he refused to stop working on 
the painting. Consequently, the Rockefellers 
ended up forcing him to stop and had the 
painting destroyed.  
     Equally as controversial as Rivera’s ar-
tistic life was his personal life; specifically, 
his relationships with women. Known as a 
notorious ladies’ man, he was baby daddy 
to several children out of wedlock by two 
different women. In 1929, he married the 
much younger but equally notable artist 
Frida Kahlo. Theirs was a passionate mar-
riage—often described as stormy or turbu-
lent—consisting of much love and affec-
tion, as well as mutual infidelities. They 
ended up divorcing in 1939 only to later 
remarry. After Kahlo’s death in 1954, 
Rivera married his art dealer, Emma Hur-
tado. Rivera died of heart failure on No-
vember 24, 1957, in México City, México. 
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Rivera himself, as a pug-faced child, and Frida Kahlo stand beside 
the skeleton; mural in México City, Diego Rivera, n.d. Public do-
main.  
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Frida Kahlo 
(1907—1954) 

 
Magdalena Carmen Frieda Kahlo y Cal-
derón, otherwise known as Frida Kahlo, 
was born on July 6, 1907 in the now fa-
mous house of her parents, known as La 
Casa Azul (The Blue House), in Coyoacan, 
México. She was a Mexican painter greatly 
influenced by pre-Columbian indigenous 
art, as well as the art of José  Guadalupe 
Posada and Diego Rivera. She was widely 
known for her brightly colored self-
portraits. Many of her works are said to 
symbolically express her own life experi-
ences. Although she has long been recog-
nized as an important painter, public 
awareness of her work has become more 
widespread since the 1970's. Kahlo was 
married to the Mexican muralist and 
painter Diego Rivera and shared his politi-
cal views. 
     At the age of 18, Frida Kahlo was seri-
ously  injured  in  a  traffic  accident which  
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Portrait of Diego Rivera and Frida Rivera, 1932. Carl Van 
Vechten photograph collection (Library of Congress), reproduction 
number LC-USZ62-42516 DLC (b&w film copy neg.). Public do-
main. 
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left  her  bedridden.  It 
took her a  year to re-
cover from fractures to 
her spine, collarbone and  
ribs, a shattered pelvis, 
and shoulder and foot 
injuries. She subsequently 
endured more than 30 
operations in her lifetime 
and it was during her 
convalescence that she began to paint.  

     At the age of 22, Kahlo married the 
infamous Mexican painter and muralist 
Diego Rivera, who was 20 years her senior. 
Their turbulent marriage, divorce and re-
marriage left her scarred emotionally—
scars she readily admitted and depicted in 
her many self-portraits.    
    Kahlo created approximately 200 works 
during  her  lifetime, 55 of which were self- 

"I suffered two grave accidents in my 

life—one in which a streetcar knocked me 

down … The other accident is Diego."  
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portraits. All were reflections of her inner 
life experiences, as well as her physical 
trauma, emotional pain and her tumultuous 
relationship with Diego.  
     Casa Azul, the family home where 
Kahlo grew up, was donated by Diego 
Rivera upon his death in 1957.  The house 
is now a museum housing artifacts of her 
life and is a popular tourist attraction. 
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La Llorona 
 

La Llorona  (“Weeping Woman”) is a popu-
lar  Hispanic icon. The ghostly woman wan- 
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ers along waterways and rivers crying for 
the children she murdered in a fit of unc-
trollable rage. According to the folk tale, 
she murdered her children to avenge  the 
man she loved and is destined to roam the 
earth searching for them for all eternity. 
     Typically, La Llorona is a peasant 
woman known as María. By all accounts, 
everyone was in awe of her beauty. She fell 
in love with a Spanish man—a man of 
means and status—and together they had 
two or three children (depending on the 
version of the tale). The nobleman, though 
he loved María, was not allowed to marry 
her because his parents would not have him 
marry beneath his class. Nonetheless, they 
spent time together as a family and for all 
intents and purposes they were very happy. 
Alas, the man’s parents, who knew nothing 
of María, continued to pressure him to 
marry a “suitable” woman and have chil-
dren. He finally gave in to their demands 
and told María that he had to marry an-
other woman, but that he wouldn’t forget 
her. She was devastated by the news, be-
came extremely angry and drove him away.  
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     On the day of his wedding to another 
woman, María  attended, dressed with a 
veil covering her face so she could go un-
recognized. Once the nuptials were ex-
changed, she left the church enraged, took 
her children to a nearby lake and drowned 
them. She then drowned herself. When her 
spirit went before God requesting admis-
sion to Heaven, the Lord asked her where 
her children were. She was so ashamed that 
she lied and stated she didn’t know. He told 
her to go and retrieve her children and then 
she would be admitted to Heaven. Other-
wise, she would never rest. She was unable 
to locate her children of course, and so she 
roams the waters and cries out for them: 
"Ay, mis hijos!" which means "Oh, my chil-
dren!"  
     In a more sinister version of this tale 
and legend, La Llorona will kidnap wander-
ing children who disobey their parents or 
who resemble her missing children. People 
who claim to have seen her say she appears 
at night or in the late evenings along rivers 
or oceans in México. Some believe that 
those who hear the wails of La Llorona are  
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marked for death, similar to the Gaelic ban-
shee legend.  
     As with most legends, there is a moral 
to the story. Parents will use the tale of La 
Llorona to coerce their children into behav-
ing for fear of being abducted by her. 
Young women are encourage to not be 
fooled by the status and wealth of men and 
to be wary of those who make declarations 
of love and lavish promises.  
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The Abbot. Woodcut from the series known as The Dance of 
Death, one of the earliest known depictions of Death personified 
as a skeleton interfering in the life of humans. Hans Holbein, 
1538, p.d.  
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Day of the 
Dead Crafts 

 

Papel Picado 
Papel picado ("perforated paper") is the 
Mexican art of cutting paper into elaborate 
designs. The use of paper as an decoration 
in religious activities can be traced back to 
pre-Hispanic México. The Aztecs made pa-
per called amatl by pounding the pulp of 
the bark of mulberry and fig trees between 
rocks. This paper was cut into intricate de-
signs with blades made of obsidian and 
used as banners and flags for decorating 
temples, streets, homes, and fields during 
religious festivities. Rubber-splashed paper 
banners, for example, were commonly util-
ized in association with the rain 
gods  (Palfrey, 1999). 
     The designs are commonly cut from 
tissue paper using a guide and a small razor 
blade or Exacto knife. As many as forty 
banners  can  be created at a time by layer- 
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ing several sheets of paper on top of each 
other in a stack or by 
folding the tissue pa-
per and cutting out the 
designs using small, 
sharp scissors.  Com-
mon papel picado de-
signs include birds, 
floral designs, and 
skeletons. In addition 
to being used for Day 
of the Dead celebra-
tions, they are dis-
played for Easter, 
Christmas, weddings, 
quinceañeras, Inde-
pendence Day,  chris-
tenings and the Feast 
Day of Our Lady of Guadalupe. 
     Colors schemes selected for papel 
picado are frequently linked with specific 
festivities. Sky blue or pink and white are 
commonly chosen for celebrations in honor 
of the Virgin Mary, yellow and white for 
patron saints. Vibrant pink orange and pur-
ple  are  the  key  tones  used  for ofrendas  
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(offerings) associated with the Day of the 
Dead. Shades of purple are also widely used 
at Easter. The colors of the Mexican flag--
red, white and green--are set aside for ven-
erating the nation's patroness, La Virgen  
de  Guadalupe,  as well as for commemo-
rating Independence Day, September 16. 
Rainbow hues are appropriate for Christ-
mas and non-religious festivities.  
 
How to Make Papel Picado 
 Supplies:  
1. A supply of tissue paper, pre-cut to let-

ter size (8.5” by 11”)  
2. Scissors  
3. Exacto blade 
4. Thick magazines, phonebook or catalog 

to use as a cutting surface. 
 
Directions:  
1. Lay a sheet or regular paper flat and 

stack a few sheets of tissue paper cut 
the same size on top. The longest side 
of the paper should be at the top. Cre-
ate  what  is  called  the  string  fold by  
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folding the paper down about an inch 
from the top. This is where the string 
will be glued when you are done for 
hanging the final designs. Be sure to 
keep the fold in view at all times so 
you don't accidentally cur through it.  

2. Turn the tissue paper over so that the 
string fold is facing down on the table. 

3. Fold the paper in half forming a crease 
down the center. The crease must be 
flat and straight.  

4. Put an old magazine, phone book or 
catalog under the paper so you don’t cut 
through to the table. 

5. Lay your design on top of the paper. It 
is easier to have your design drawn on 
the regular paper that the tissue paper 
is sandwiched between as it won't be as 
prone to slide around. Use the exacto 
blade to carefully cut through the layers 
of paper to make your designs. 

6. If using scissors instead of an exacto 
knife to cut out your designs, you will 
need to fold your paper two additional 
times. Designs are always cut on the 
folds. 
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7.   To make your designs, cut out shapes     
on all four sides of the paper, taking 
care to leaves spaces between cuts. 

8. Carefully unfold and open the tissue 
paper to see what you have created. 

9. Once you have four panels, glue your 
string inside the string fold, leaving an 
inch of space on the string between 
panels and about 6 inches on either side 
so you can hang them. 
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Day of the Dead Altoid 
Shrines 

Recycled art is art made out of things that 
would normally be discarded. Using Altoid 
tins you can create wonderful little shrines 
using your imagination and a little ingenu-
ity. 
 
Supplies: 
 Empty Altoid tins 
 Sandpaper 
 Acrylic paints 
 Assorted paper im-

ages 
 Glue stick 
 Small flowers, 

charms 
 Brushes 
 
Directions:  
1. Use the sandpaper to rough up the out-

side of the tin. This creates a surface 
that the paint will adhere to and gives 
it a distressed patina.  

2. Paint the inside and outside of the tin 
one or multiple colors. 
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3. Use the glue stick to add pictures. 
4. Choose one picture or charm as a focal 

point and place it on the inside. Sur-
round it with other embellishments. 

 
Tip: For a sparkly look, add glitter. 
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Day of the Dead Sugar Skulls 
 
Supplies: 
 1 set of plastic skull molds 
 Mixing bowl and spoon 
 2 cups of granulated sugar 
 2 teaspoons of meringue powder 
 2 teaspoons of water 
 1 piece of cardboard, approximately 5" 

x 5" 
 
 
Mix the dry ingredients together in the 
bowl. Add water and continue to mix until 
the sugar is completely moistened and re-
sembles moist sand in feel. Scoop some of 
the mixture into the mold and pack it 
evenly and firmly. Place the piece of card-
board on top of the mold and quickly flip it 
over so the sugar skull pops out. It should 
come out shaped like a skull. Carefully 
slide the skull onto a flat surface. Repeat 
for additional skulls. Let them dry for 24 
hours in a dry place. 
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Icing: 
 2/3 cup of water 
 1/2 cup meringue powder 
 2 pounds of powdered sugar 
 Electric mixer 
 Concentrated food coloring  
 1 Ziploc bag 
 Plastic cups 
 Spoon 
 
Blend the ingredients with an electric mixer 
until a peak forms. To make different col-
ors, scoop the white icing into separate 
bowls and add a bit of different colored 
food coloring in each one and mix. Scoop 
the icing into Ziploc bags. Continue until 
you have several bags of different colors. 
Keep refrigerated until use. When ready to 
use, snip the corners of the baggies and 
squeeze out the icing. 
 
*Makes four small skulls. 

Adapted from: http://www.azcentral.com 
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Day of the Dead Paper  
Marigolds 

 
Supplies: 
 1 package each of yellow and orange 

tissue paper. 
 1 package of green pipe cleaners 
 Scissors 
 
Directions: Take four to five sheets of the 
tissue paper and layer them in a pile (if you 
want multicolored flowers, use different 
colors). Cut into 8-inch (large), 4 inch 
(medium), or 2 inch (small) squares. Keep-
ing the sheets layered, take one set of 
squares and fold it like an accordion or fan. 
At the center of the rectangle, cut a small 
v-shaped notch on both sides. Take the end 
of a pipe cleaner and twist it around the 
notch. With the stem pointing straight 
down, gently pull up one layer of tissue 
into the center. Pull up the remaining lay-
ers, one by one. Repeat for the other side 
of the flower. Once all the layers are pulled 
up, fluff them in place to look natural. Re-
peat for each flower. 
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For a shiny effect, dip the top edges in 
white glue and then dip in loose glitter.  

 
Day of the Dead Calaveras 

This is a variation on the traditional man-
ner of making Calaveras based on the Lou-
isiana folk art tradition using sticks instead 
of wire. This is my personal way of making 
them, but you can use wire if you prefer. 
 
Supplies: 
 1 wood base 
 Polymer clay  
 2 bamboo sticks 
 Assorted fabric scraps and trims  
 Hot glue or Goop 
 Acrylic paints 
 
Directions:  
1. Take the two bamboo sticks and make 

a cross. Tie them together with string or 
wire. The arms should be slightly 
shorter than the body.  

2. Take a pinch of clay and form in an 
oval and stick the bamboo stick into 
the clay. Carefully remove the clay 
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from the stick and bake the clay base in 
the oven at the temperature recom-
mended by the manufacturer. 

3. Take a larger piece of clay and form it 
into a skull shape and carefully stick 
the other end of the stick into the bot-
tom of the skull. Remove and bake. 

4. While the base and head are baking, 
paint the sticks white. 

5. When the base is done baking, allow to 
cool then glue to a wooden base.  

6. Add some glue into the base hole and 
place the crossed stick into the base 
and allow to dry. 

7. Glue the head onto the stick. 
8. Paint the whole base one color. 
9. Paint details on the skulls. 
10. Make some clothes with the fabric 

scraps and dress your Calaveras. 
11. Add details like flowers, hats and but-

terflies. 
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Day of the Dead Calaveras, “Bride and Groom”, 2009,    
Denise Alvarado, All rights reserved. 
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Day of the 
Dead Food 

 
Main Dishes 

Blue Corn Enchiladas 

Chalupa 

Tinga Poblana de Pollo 

Calabaza en Tacha 

Pan de Muerto 

 
Beverages 

Agua de Jamaica  

Horchata de Arroz 
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Main Dishes 
Blue Corn Enchiladas 

 
Ingredients: 
 12 blue corn tortillas 
 1/4 cup vegetable oil 
 3 cups red chile sauce 
 1/2 cup shredded Monterey Jack cheese 
 1/2 cup shredded Cheddar cheese 
 1 medium minced onion 
 4 fried eggs 
Shredded lettuce, for garnish 
 
Directions: Soften each tortilla in oil in a 
skillet for 3 seconds and drain. Spoon a 
thin layer of red chile sauce on each of 4 
oven-proof plates. Lay a tortilla on the 
sauce and layer equal amounts of remaining 
chile sauce, cheeses and onion on it and 2 
more tortillas on each prepared plate. Bake 
at 300 degrees until cheese melts. Top each 
with 1 fried egg and garnish with shredded 
lettuce. Serve immediately. Makes 4 serv-
ings. 
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Chalupa 
 
Ingredients: 
 3 pounds pork loin roast or boneless pork 

shoulder 
 1 pound dried pinto beans 
2 cloves garlic, chopped 
2 tablespoons chili powder 
 1 tablespoon ground cumin 
 1 teaspoon oregano 
 1 can (27 ounces) chopped green chiles 
 salt to taste 
Corn chips 
Grated cheddar cheese 
Shredded lettuce 
Diced onions 
Diced tomatoes 
Diced avocados 
Salsa 
 
Directions: In a large pot, combine pork 
roast, dried pinto beans, garlic, chili pow-
der, cumin, oregano, chiles and salt. Cover 
with water. Cook over low heat for 6 hours 
or until beans are tender. Remove roast 
and pull and shred the meat off the bone.  
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Remove fat.  Put meat back in bean mix-
ture. Cook for 1 hour longer without lid to 
thicken. Serve over corn chips. Top with 
grated cheese, lettuce, onions, tomatoes, 
avocados and salsa to taste. Serves 10. 

Image of Mexican chalupa. Source Wikipedia commons.    
Public domain. 
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Tinga Poblana de Pollo 
 
Ingredients: 
 
    8 chicken thighs  
 1 teaspoon salt 
 1 teaspoon pepper 
 1 teaspoon garlic powder 
 8 ripe, whole Roma tomatoes 
 4 cups chicken stock 
 4 chipotle chiles 
 1/2 pound good-quality chorizo 
 1 white onion, sliced thin 
 6 red potatoes, diced 
 1 teaspoon cumin 
 1 teaspoon black pepper 
 1 tablespoon Mexican oregano (not 

Greek) 
 1 large avocado, peeled, pitted and 

thinly sliced1 cup crumbled Mexican 
queso fresco or feta cheese  

 
Directions: Place chicken in a large pot and 
add cover with water. Add salt, pepper and 
garlic powder. Bring to a simmer over me-
dium-high heat and cook for about 20 min- 
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utes. Allow chicken to cool a bit. When 
chicken is cool enough to handle, remove 
the skin and  shred the meat. Set aside.  
     Sauté the tomatoes over high heat being  
sure to char them on all sides. Turn off 
heat and add chicken stock and chipotles. 
Allow to cool. Pour everything into a 
blender and puree until smooth. Set aside. 
     In another large pot, cook the chorizo 
and onions over medium heat. Add diced 
potatoes and reduce to low heat, cooking 
until potatoes are brown and tender. Add 
cumin, pepper, oregano, shredded chicken 
and the pureed tomato mixture. Simmer for 
10 minutes. Add salt to taste. Scoop into 
deep bowls and top with avocado and 
cheese. Serve with corn tortillas and Mexi-
can beer. Makes 6 to 8 servings. 
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Pan de Muerto (Bread of 

the Dead) 

Ingredients 
 1/4 cup milk 
 1/4 cup (half a stick) butter, cut into 8 

pieces 
 1/4 cup sugar 
 1/2 teaspoon salt 
 1 package active dry yeast 
 1/4 cup very warm water 
 2 eggs 
 3 cups all-purpose flour, unsifted 
 1/2 teaspoon anise seed 
 1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon 
 2 teaspoons sugar  
 
Directions: Bring milk to a boil and remove 
from heat. Stir in butter, 1/4 cup sugar and 
salt. In a large bowl, mix the yeast with 
warm water until dissolved and let stand 5 
minutes. Add the milk mixture. Separate 
the yolk and white of an egg. Set the egg 
white aside for later and add the yolk to 
the yeast mixture. Next, add the flour to 
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the yeast and egg. Blend well until dough 
ball is formed. 
     Flour your work surface well and place 
the dough in center. Knead until smooth. 
Return the kneaded dough to a large bowl 
and cover with a dish towel. Let rise in a 
warm place for 90 minutes. While you are 
waiting for the bread to rise, grease a bak-
ing sheet and preheat the oven to 350 de-
grees. 
     Knead the dough again on the floured 
surface. Divide the dough into four equal 
parts and set one part aside. Roll the re-
maining 3 pieces into ropes. 
     On a greased baking sheet, pinch 3 rope 
ends together and braid. Finish by pinching 
ends together on opposite side. Divide the 
remaining dough in half and form 2 bones 
shapes. Cross them and lay on top of the 
braided loaf. 
     Cover the bread with a dish towel and 
let it rise for 30 minutes. Mix anise seed, 
cinnamon and 2 teaspoons of sugar to-
gether in another bowl. In yet another bowl, 
lightly beat the egg white you had set aside. 
     After 30 minutes, brush the top of of 



66 

 

the bread with the lightly beaten egg white 
and sprinkle with sugar mixture, except on 
the cross bones. Bake at 350 degrees for 35 
minutes. Makes 8 to 10 servings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image of Mexican pan de muerto. Source Wikipedia 
commons. Public domain. 
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Calabaza en Tacha  

(Candied Pumpkin) 
 
Ingredients: 
 1 4 to 5 lb pumpkin 
 8 cinnamon sticks 
 Juice of 1 Orange 
 4 cups water 
 2 lbs brown sugar or raw sugar 
 Fresh cream or syrup 
 
Directions: Cut the pumpkin into 3" 
squares. Remove seeds and strings, leave 
skin on. With a sharp knife, make diamond 
designs over the pulp. Bring the sugar, cin-
namon, orange juice, and water to a boil in 
a pan, stirring until the sugar has dissolved. 
Place the first layer of pumpkin pieces skin 
side up in the pan. Place the second layer 
pulp side up. Repeat until you have used all 
of the pumpkin. Cover and allow to sim-
mer. The pumpkin pieces are done when 
they look golden brown and the pulp is 
soft. Serve with syrup or cream. 
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Beverages 
 

Agua de Jamaica (Hibiscus 

Flower Water) 
 
Ingredients: 
 1 cup dried hibiscus flowers, available 

in Latino food markets and natural 
foods stores like Trader Joes 

 8 cups water 
 3/4 cup sugar 
 
Directions: Combine all ingredients in a 
large saucepan. Bring to a boil, then turn 
off the heat. Let mixture steep for 30 min-
utes. Strain and refrigerate. Makes about 8 
servings. 
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Horchata de Arroz 

 
Ingredients: 
 
 1 cup uncooked rice 
 2 quarts water 
 1/8 teaspoon powdered cinnamon 
 juice of ½ lime 
 1 cup sugar, or to taste 
 
Rinse uncooked rice under running water in 
a colander. Place it in bowl with water to 
cover and let it soak for 3 hours. Drain the 
rice. Place the drained rice in a large sauce-
pan with the 2 quarts of water, bring to a 
boil and cook until the rice is tender. Allow 
to cool, then pour the rice water through a 
wire mesh strainer into a pitcher, pressing 
to extract as much liquid as possible. Add 
the cinnamon, lime juice and sugar, stirring 
to dissolve sugar. Serve very cold. 

 
From: www.mexconnect.com 
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ways to honor 
your  

Ancestors 
 

Make a Traditional Ancestor 
Boveda 

For a traditional ancestor altar, also called 
a Boveda, you will need a white table cloth, 
7 clear glasses of water, 7 white candles 
and a larger bunch of white flowers. Place 
the table in the center of a room. Put the 
table cloth on the table, making sure its 
clean and ironed. Place the flowers in the 
center of the table with the water glasses 
around the flowers. Place the candles 
around the water and light them. You can 
add photos of deceased family, friends and 
pets. You can place plates of favorite foods, 
sweets and candies. If appropriate you can 
add bottles of rum, whiskey, or whatever 
else   they   may  have  enjoyed   (Madrina  
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Angelique, personal communication 2012). 
 

Graveyard Celebration 
Take with you to your favorite cemetery a 
white candle, black candle, whiskey, rum, 
or tequila, bread, fruit and tobacco. Set 
these items up and light the candles. Ask 
the spirits to watch over you in the coming 
year (Madrina Angelique, personal commu-
nication 2012). 
 

Oya Offering 
While not traditionally Mexican or Day of 
the Dead, Oya is the African Orisha who is 
the guardian of cemeteries and is often in-
cluded in ancestral work in the African de-
rived traditions that honor her. Place on 
your altar an eggplant covered in Shea but-
ter, a pound of purple grapes, a bottle of 
sangria, yams cooked with brown sugar and 
a small broom tied with multi colored rib-
bons. Thank Oya for all her help. Ask her 
for blessings in the coming months 
(Madrina Angelique, personal communica-
tion 2012). 
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Pray the Chaplet for the Holy 
Souls  

The devotion of the Chaplet for the Holy 
Souls is prayed on the most popular 59 
beads Marian Rosary which is one of the 
Catholic Church Sacramentals. It is said 
that each time the chaplet is prayed, 1000 
souls will be released from purgatory. 
     Make the "Sign Of The Cross" on the 
Cross. Then say I Believe In God. 
 
On the 5 beads between the Cross and the 
medal, say, 
 
1 Our Father... 
3 Hail Mary... 
1 Glory Be... 
 
For each decade, proceed as follows: 
 
On the large bead prior to 10 small beads, 
say: 
 
"O Holy Souls 
draw the fire of God's love into my soul, 
to reveal Jesus Crucified in me here on 
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earth, rather than hereafter in Purgatory." 
 
On each of the small beads, say: 
 
"Crucified Lord Jesus, 
have mercy on the souls in Purgatory." 
 
When you have completed all 5 decades, 
say the Glory Be 3 times. 
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Day of the Dead 
Proverbs 

Here are a few of the popular proverbs and 
sayings about the Day of the Dead: 
 
Hay más tiempo que vida 
There is more time than life. 
 
Hierba mala nunca muere. 
Bad weed never dies. 
 
Se me subió el muerto. 
The deceased climbed on me! Which means: 
"It really scared me!" 
 
Ya ni en la paz de los sepulcros creo. 
I don't even believe in the peace of the 
tombs anymore. "I don't trust anyone" 
 
Te asustas del muerto y te cobijas con la 
mortaja. 
You're afraid of the defunct but use his 
shroud to cover yourself! This saying is 
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used when someone is criticizing someone 
else, but at the same time he takes advan-
tage of him. 
 
A mí la muerte me pela los dientes. 
Death peels my teeth! Which means "Death 
can't do anything to me!" 
 
Quien con la esperanza vive, alegre muere. 
He who lives with hope dies happy. 
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GLOSSARY 
Alfenique - a special confection used for 
making skulls, fruits and other candied fig-
ures. 

Altar de muertos - Alter for the Dead or 
ancestral altar made by families to honor 
their dead loved ones.  

Angelitos - “Little angels”; the souls of the 
children who have died. 

Arco - decorated arch placed on graves or 
on Day of the Dead altars. 

Atole - an ancient drink made from corn 
meal and water and flavored with various 
fruits. 

Calacas - whimsical skeleton figures that 
represent death made popular by José Gua-
dalupe Posada. 
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Calavera - a skull; also a colloquial term for 
daredevil. 

Calaveritas de azúcar - sugar skulls made 
for the Día de los Muertos. 

Catrin and Catrina - Famed Día de los 
Muertos artist José Guadalupe Posada's 
icon of death.  

Cempazuchitl - a yellow marigold, the sym-
bol of death, also known as cempasuchil or 
zempasuchitl 

Copalli, copal - a scented resin used to 
make incense 

Día de los Muertos - Day of the Dead 

Día Todos los Santos - All Saints' Day 

Iluminación - the ceremony that takes place 
in the cemetery, where hundreds of candles 
are lit to guide the souls to their altars. 

Mole - a thick sauce made from a variety 
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of ingredients such as chilis, sesame seeds, 
herbs, spices, chocolate and fruit. 

Ofrenda - an offering; refers to the goods 
set out on the altars 

Pan de muertos - bread of the dead. 

Papel picado - colorful tissue paper with 
intricate, festive designs cut out and used 
to decorate Day of the Dead altars. 
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Resources 
 
1) Planet Voodoo—For authentic New Or-
leans Voodoo, hoodoo, conjure and root-
work supplies and services: altar dolls, con-
jure oils, herbs and roots, gris gris, curios, 
floor washes, spiritual waters, incense, jew-
elry, ju ju, sachet powders, spirit bottles, 
voodoo dolls, wanga dolls and pakets, doll 
babies, Day of the Dead dolls, Day of the 
Dead hand painted skulls, Day of the Dead 
jewelry and zombies. 
 www.planetvoodoo.com 
 
2) Root Mama Conjure—Offering the finest 
in authentic occult items all handcrafted 
within the boundaries of sacred ritual for 
the modern world. All items are dedicated 
to bringing unique and powerful tools for 
the experienced and beginning practitioner. 
In true Hoodoo fashion, most items by are 
crafted using found, natural and recycled 
items making them unique and one of a 
kind.  
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www.rootmamaconjure.com 
 
3) Crossroads Mojo—For all things related 
to crossroads conjure and more! Poppets 
and doll babies, conjure oils, jewelry and 
fetishes. www.crossroadsmojo.com 
 
4) Medicines and Curios—complete inven-
tory of spiritual supplies, old-fashioned 
natural remedies, curios, botanicals, 
magickal oils, herbs, candles, sachet pow-
ders, spiritual baths and more! 
www.medicinesandcurios.com 
 
5) Crossroads University—Learn tradi-
tional, southern style conjure and rootwork. 
The mission of Crossroads University is to 
preserve the integrity of traditional indige-
nous magical and spiritual technologies and 
healing systems and conserve the diverse 
cultural heritage of the American 
South.  Open enrollment. 
www.crossroadsuniversity.com 
 
6) Planet Voodoo’s Conjure Corner—The 
forum and virtual campus for Crossroads  
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University. Learn all about New Orleans 
Voodoo and Hoodoo and southern conjure. 
One need not be a student to join. Warm, 
friendly and nonjudgmental atmosphere! 
www.conjurecorner.com 
 
7) Creole Moon’s Conjure Club—Get origi-
nal monthly ebooks such as this one in digi-
tal form each month plus weekly 
downloads for one low fee of $6.00 per 
month. Topics include Southern conjure 
and folklore, rootwork, New Orleans Voo-
doo, Hoodoo and related traditions. 
www.creolemoon.com 
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TO OUR READERS 
 
Creole Moon Publications is a small inde-
pendent publisher specializing in the cul-
tural and spiritual traditions and folklore of 
the American South.  Our mission is to 
publish quality books that observe and pre-
serve the southern cultural heritage and 
folk magic traditions that enrich people’s 
lives. 
      
Our readers are our most important re-
source, and we appreciate your input, sug-
gestions, and ideas about what you would 
like to see published. 
      
Visit our website at www.creolemoon.com 
to learn about our upcoming books and 
downloads, and to sign up for our Conjure 
Club, newsletters and exclusive offers. 
 
You can also contact us at  
creolemoon@planetvoodoo.com  
or at 
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Creole Moon Publications 
P.O. Box 25687 
Prescott Valley, AZ. 86312  
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Our list of available titles grows monthly. 
Please check the website for the most up to 
date listings: www.creolemoon.com. 

Title Price 

Crossroads Mamas 105 Spiritual Baths 
For Every Occasion 
By Denise Alvarado and Madrina Angeli-
que 

$13.00 

Workin’ in da Boneyard 
By Denise Alvarado and Madrina Angeli-
que 

$13.00 

Day of the Dead Handbook 
By Denise Alvarado 

$13.00 

The Hoodoo Almanac 2012 
By Denise Alvarado, Carolina Dean and 
Alyne Pustanio 

$19.95 

Voodoo Dolls in Magick and Ritual 
By Denise Alvarado 

$19.95 

A Guide to Serving the Seven African  
Powers 
By Denise Alvarado 

$19.95 

The Big Book of Mystical Chants and 
Prayers 
By Denise Alvarado 

$13.00 

The Gypsy Wisdom Spellbook 
By Denise Alvarado 

$13.00 

13 Creole Hoodoo Recipes for le Bon 
Appétit 
By Denise Alvarado 

$13.00 
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