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El Día de los Muertos

by Carlos Miller
http://www.azcentral.com/ent/dead/articles/dead-history.html
More than 500 years ago, when the Spanish Conquistadors
 landed in what is now Mexico, they encountered natives practicing a ritual that seemed to mock death. 

It was a ritual the indigenous people had been practicing at least 3,000 years. A ritual the Spaniards would try unsuccessfully to eradicate
. 

A ritual known today as Día de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead. 

The ritual is celebrated in Mexico and certain parts of the United States, including the Valley. 

Celebrations are held each year in Mesa, Chandler, Guadalupe and at Arizona State University. Although the ritual has since been merged with Catholic theology, it still maintains the basic principles of the Aztec ritual, such as the use of skulls. 

Today, people don
 wooden skull masks called calacas and dance in honor of their deceased relatives. The wooden skulls are also placed on altars that are dedicated to the dead. Sugar skulls, made with the names of the dead person on the forehead, are eaten by a relative or friend, according to Mary J. Adrade, who has written three books on the ritual
. 

The Aztecs and other Meso-American civilizations kept skulls as trophies and displayed them during the ritual. The skulls were used to symbolize death and rebirth. 
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The skulls were used to honor the dead, whom the Aztecs and other Meso-American civilizations believed came back to visit during the month long ritual. 

Unlike the Spaniards, who viewed death as the end of life, the natives viewed it as the continuation of life. Instead of fearing death, they embraced it. To them, life was a dream and only in death did they become truly awake. 

However, the Spaniards considered the ritual to be sacrilegious
. They perceived the indigenous people to be barbaric and pagan. 

In their attempts to convert them to Catholicism, the Spaniards tried to kill the ritual.  But like the old Aztec spirits, the ritual refused to die. 

To make the ritual more Christian, the Spaniards moved it so it coincided with All Saints' Day and All Souls' Day (Nov. 1 and 2), which is when it is celebrated today. 

Previously it fell on the ninth month of the Aztec Solar Calendar, approximately the beginning of August, and was celebrated for the entire month. Festivities were presided over by the goddess Mictecacihuatl. The goddess, known as "Lady of the Dead," was believed to have died at birth, Andrade said. 

Today, Day of the Dead is celebrated in Mexico and in certain parts of the United States and Central America. 

"It's celebrated differently depending on where you go," Gonzalez said. 

In rural
 Mexico, people visit the cemetery where their loved ones are buried. They decorate gravesites with marigold flowers and candles. They bring toys for dead children and bottles of tequila to adults. They sit on picnic blankets next to gravesites and eat the favorite food of their loved ones. 

In Guadalupe, the ritual is celebrated much like it is in rural Mexico. "Here the people spend the day in the cemetery," said Esther Cota, the parish secretary at the Our Lady of Guadalupe Church. "The graves are decorated real pretty by the people." 
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In Mesa, the ritual has evolved to include other cultures, said Zarco Guerrero, a Mesa artist. 

"Last year, we had Native Americans and African-Americans doing their own dances," he said. "They all want the opportunity to honor their dead." 

In the United States and in Mexico's larger cities, families build altars in their homes, dedicating them to the dead. They surround these altars with flowers, food and pictures of the deceased. They light candles and place them next to the altar. 

"We honor them by transforming the room into an altar," Guerrero said. "We offer incense, flowers. We play their favorite music, make their favorite food." 

At Guerrero's house, the altar is not only dedicated to friends and family members who have died, but to others as well. 

"We pay homage to the Mexicans killed in auto accidents while being smuggled across the border," he said. "And more recently, we've been honoring the memories of those killed in Columbine."
Common Misconceptions About The Day of the Dead Celebration 
by May Herz
	 
	

It is not the Mexican version of Halloween. Mexicans have celebrated the Day of the Dead since the year 1800 B.C.
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It is not scary or morbid. There are no images of dead people, ghosts, witches, or the devil.
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It is not a cult. This ritual has nothing to do with cults. It is a Catholic Christian ritual intermixed with folk culture. Going to church is one aspect of this celebration.
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It doesn’t honor death, but our dead relatives. We welcome the opportunity to reflect upon our lives, our heritage, our ancestors and the meaning and purpose of our own existence.
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Altars or ofrendas are not for worshiping but for offering our love and remembering our departed family members.
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It is not a sad ritual. It’s a day of happiness because we will be remembering our loved ones. Although when in the graveyard, people assume an introspective attitude.
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It is about Love, not Fear.





It is not a “strange” ritual. It is very similar to going to a grave and leaving flowers or stuffed animals, lighting a candle to remember the deceased. 





It is not a careless or fearless confrontation of death. It is a moment to reflect upon one’s life and the cycle of life and death.



	
	http://www.inside-mexico.com/noes.htm


Making a calavera mask:
1. Color the mask and cut it out on the outside lines

2. Cut out the eye by poking scissors through the center of the eye (ouch!) and then cutting around the edge

3. Use the hole punch to make holes on either side.

4. Tie a piece of string to each side, and tie at the back of your head.
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This altar is to remember a deceased family member, with candles, sugar skulls, photos, and flowers.





�


Las calaveras: Sugar skulls








� Conquistadors: The Spanish who came to the New World and took over the civilizations that were there.


� eradicate: To get rid of or forbid something. 


� don: Another word for “put on” or “wear.”


� ritual: A ritual is an action or ceremony that has a special meaning.


� sacrilegious: Scandalous and offensive to their religion.


� rural: Country area (not in the city.)





