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A Brief History 
 

“Dia de los Muertos” translates to “Day of 

the Dead.” It is a pre-Hispanic custom that 

dates back to the Aztec and Mayan people. It 

was a celebration of their belief of death. 

Death was seen as a natural part of life. Death 

was not something to be feared or dreaded. The Aztecs believed that when a person 

died, they would be born again. To celebrate this custom, the Aztecs would place 

food, candles, and flowers at their place of burial to welcome the spirits of their 

ancestors. They honored the spirits of the dead and invited them to visit on certain 

days of the year. When the Spanish conquistadors came to the Americas, they 

brought their Catholic Christian beliefs and traditions of the death and resurrection 

of Jesus. However, the Dia de los Muertos custom was a very important 

celebration of the indigenous people, and they did not want to give it up. The 

celebration of the Dia de los Muertos as we know it today has evolved from a 

blending of the traditions from the Catholic and indigenous ways. For Catholics, 

on November 1 we celebrate All Saints Day and on November 2, we celebrate All 

Souls Day. Día de los Muertos is traditionally celebrated on All Souls Day. 

Customs and celebrations of this tradition may vary from region to region, but the 

core purpose, which is to remember and celebrate the life of their ancestors, 

remains the common theme. Some regions celebrate an entire week. Other regions 

celebrate a weekend, and others just celebrate for the day.  
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Today, the Día de los Muertos is mainly celebrated in a family setting. Families go 

to the cemetery to honor and remember their loved ones. They bring flowers, 

candles, and different offerings, such as the loved one’s favorite foods. Other 

families celebrate by having home altars. They celebrate at home by remembering 

and honoring their loved ones.  

I have rediscovered this tradition and now annually celebrate ritual of life and 

death. I started to celebrate the Día de los Muertos after I lost my brother to cancer. 

I went to cemetery and brought my brother’s favorite food, candles, flowers, and 

remembered stories of his life. I said a simple prayer of thanksgiving.  

So, as you can see, the celebrations vary, but the main symbols and purpose of this 

celebration remain universal. The following are the some of the most widely used:  

 

 Home or Church Altar for the deceased, which many Hispanics may have in 

their home. This altar has four levels to represent the four stages of life, 

seasons, directions, and elements. 

  The home/church altar is decorated with papel picado, which is an artistic 

tissue paper cut in various images of saints or symbols of death. This is an 

art that can be learned in books.  

 The altar is covered with tablecloths, sarapes, or very colorful and beautiful 

material.  

 Incense is used to purify the environment and lift up our prayers. 

 Marigold flowers (Zempazuchitl)—Yellow was considered the color of 

death as well as life. The sun was yellow and gave life to plants, but if there 

was only sun and no water, the sun would dry up the plant and it would die. 

  Candlesticks are used as votive lights. Some Indigenous believed that once 

you died, it was dark, and the dead needed light to help them to find their 
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way around. Today, we believe Jesus is our Light of the world who leads us 

to our Creator God. 

 Photos or pictures of the dead are used to remember our loved ones. They 

help us remember them as we celebrate the stories and legacy they have left 

behind. 

 Pan de Muerto translates to “Bread of the Dead/Deceased.” We use the 

bread to commemorate our dead as we unite with them through the breaking 

of the bread. This is not an official Eucharist celebration, but a celebration of 

unity between us and our beloved ancestors who we remember today. 

 Pitcher of water or a glass of water—It was believed that the deceased 

needed water for the long journey back to visit. Today, we use the symbol of 

water to remember our baptism into the waters of life. 

 Symbol of deceased may be placed on the altar. For example, if your loved 

one was a mechanic you might put a tool or a cap that belonged to him. You 

may share the meaning of this symbol or tell a story of what they did and 

how you remember them.  

Today, there many church communities who have embraced this celebration and 

build an Altar de los Muertos to remember all the loved ones from the parish 

community. Every community celebrates this day in its own way. There is no one 

way to celebrate the Día de los Muertos, so be flexible and be reminded that the 

main purpose of this celebration is to remember and celebrate those who have gone 

before us.  

The celebration in this session was created for a youth group setting for a two-hour 

timeframe. Feel free to adapt it for your group.  
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For more information, see the following websites:  

• http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/media/dia-de-los-

muertos/?ar_a=1 

• http://www.mexconnect.com/mex_/muertos.html 

• http://archive.azcentral.com/ent/dead/ 
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Explanation of the Altar de Muertos 
  

These ceremonial offerings are set up in an altar in a home in memory of the dead. 

The offerings are symbols that honor our loved ones and ancestors. On this altar 

are placed favorite foods and desserts of those we remember. In addition, we place 

the following symbols that also invite us to remember and celebrate our loved 

ones:  

▪ Incense offering: Burn copal so that the souls will receive an aromatic 

offering. The incense also symbolizes our prayers rising to heaven.  

 

▪ Marigold flowers (Zempazuchitl): Yellow was considered the color of death 

as well as life, like the color of the sun. The sun is needed to grow things, 

but without proper water, the sun can also cause the plants to die. 

 

▪ Candlesticks: Today the votive light symbolizes Jesus, who is our light of 

the world. Jesus lights our path that leads us to God.  

 

▪ Papel picado (artistically cut tissue paper): In the past, purple tissue paper 

would adorn the altar. Purple is the symbol for Christian mourning. Orange 

tissue paper symbolized Aztec mourning. 

 

▪ Photos of the deceased: Pictures are placed on the altar to remind us of the 

special person and the memories that we shared with them.  

 

▪ Pan de Muerto (translation is “bread of the dead”): We break bread together 

to celebrate the great mystery of life and death of those who have gone 

before us. We remember that death is not an end but a new beginning to 
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everlasting life with our Creator. Even though death may be something that 

is very difficult for us, we also remember that our hope lies in knowing that 

someday we will all be reunited with those we love in heaven. 

 


