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Mexico and Latin America celebrate Day of the Dead, called Día de Los 
Muertos, each year on November 1st and 2nd. It is believed to be a time when 
the path between the spi rit world and earth is open. This festi ve celebration 
honors loved ones and ancestors who have passed away. Day of the Dead 
reunites the li ving with the dead. It is a rare holiday that celebrates li fe and 
death. It is important to understand that the Day of the Dead is not Mexico’s 
Halloween.

Day of the Dead combines the Aztec traditions honoring thei r ancestors 
with the Spanish tradition from the 1500s called All Souls' Day. The celebration 
is like a family reunion, but it celebrates the memories of the deceased.

Nati ve Mexicans believed that thei r ancestors returned to earth once a 
year for a visit. Leading the celebration was the goddess Mictecacihuatl, also 
known as ‘The Lady of the Dead.’ When Spanish conquistadors arri ved in 
Mexico, led by Hernan Cortés, many people converted to Roman Catholicism. All 
Saints' Day and All Souls' Day were celebrated in Roman Catholicism to 
remember loved ones who had passed. These early November traditions 
merged with nati ve Mexican traditions to become Day of the Dead. The 
tradition continues by celebrating deceased children on November 1st when 
their spi rits return. On November 2nd, spi rits of the deceased adul ts return.

Día de los Angelitos, called Day of the Lit tle Angels, starts at midnight on 
November 1st. Spi rits of deceased children return and reunite with their 
families for 24 hours. Offerings (called ofrenda) include favorite snacks, 
candies, toys, and photographs. The names of the deceased children are often 
written on a sugar skull, known as calavera.

Día de los Di funtos starts at midnight on November 2nd. Now families 
celebrate adul ts who have passed. Offerings include pan de muerto (bread), 
mezcal and atole (alcohols). 

Day of the Dead decorations include brightly colored skulls and skeletons 
(known as calacas). The main colors associated with the holiday are purple and 
gold. Ofrendas (offerings) include the four elements: water, wind, earth, and 
fi re. Monarch butter flies are believed to hold the spi rits of the departed 
because they often arri ve in Mexico around November 1st.

Day of the Dead celebrations often begin with setting up a candlelit al tar 
at home. This helps the spi rits find thei r way home. Next, families place favorite 
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foods for the deceased in the event they are hungry. They also place thei r 
favorite books and instruments on the al tar, as well as photos.

The next tradition includes a family tri p to the cemetery. Here they clean 
the tombstones and sing and talk to the spi rits. Some build pri vate al tars at the 
graveside with food, beverages, photos, and memorabilia. While here, families 
decorate with orange marigolds called Flor de Muerto, or ’fl ower of dead.’ 
Marigolds represent the sun and rebi rth. It is thought that the bright leaves 
and strong scent help guide the ancestors from the cemetery to the family 
home.

At the graveside, families bring toys for the children, mezcal or pulque, or 
jars of atole (hot corn and masa beverage) for adul ts. Trinkets and favorite 
candles of the deceased are also left on the al tar. Finally, you can see pillows 
and blankets at the graves so that the deceased can rest and be comfortable.

Common symbols for Day of the Dead are skeletons. Families make li fe-
si ze skeletons and mini skeletons from papier-mâché, plastic, and clay. Skeletons 
are placed in various poses like playing the guitar, making tortillas, and dancing. 
Experts think that the skeletons remind everyone that death is a part of li fe.

Calaveras (sugar skulls) are another symbol of the holiday. Skulls often 
have a smile on them. They are also decorated in bright colors to reflect the 
personality of the deceased. They come in many forms, including sugar 
candies, clay decorations, and face paintings.

On the Day of the Dead, favorite foods include candied pumpkin and 
tamales. Tamales are wrapped in corn husks or plantain leaves and filled with 
ingredients such as meat, cheese, and chilies. Pan de muerto, called ‘bread of 
dead,’ is another favorite. Pan de muerto is an egg bread topped with 
powdered sugar or white frosting, often decorated with bone-shaped pieces 
of bread. Pozole is a tomato soup with balls of corn, garlic, onion, herbs, and 
pork.

Día de Los Muertos is not Halloween. Likewise, it is not sad, serious, 
creepy, or scary. Instead, it is a celebration of loved ones. Day of the Dead is a 
holiday around the world, however, the celebrations can vary from country to 
country. To celebrate Day of the Dead, children can make tissue-paper flowers, 
create skull crafts or cakes, and make shell bracelets. The noise from the 
bracelet is believed to wake up the dead. Día de los Muertos is a color ful and 
joyous occasion that is used to remember, honor, and invite back loved ones.



Fill  in  the  blank

Multiple  choice

What word is used for a 
hot corn and masa 
beverage?

Besides gold, what is the 
other main color of the 
holiday?

Marigolds represent 
the sun and what else?

In what month is Day of 
the Dead?

What are sugar skulls 
known as?

What is a common 
symbol for the Day of 
the Dead?

True  or  false
Monarch butter flies 
often arrive in 
November.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Day of the Dead is the 
same as Hall oween. 

A.  September 
B.  October
C.  November
D.  December

A. Calavera
B.  Atole
C.  Muertos
D.  None of the above

A.  Eyeball
B.  Crocodile
C.  Ghoul
D.  Skeleton

November 1st is also 
known as the Day of the 
Little Flowers. 

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

10 11 12

©  Think Tank 2020 

A.  Atole
B.  Calavera
C.  Hernan
D.  Sartorius

A.  Black
B.  Purple
C.  Silver
D.  Yell ow

A. Gold
B. Moon
C. Death
D. Rebirth

Day of the Dead is also 
known as Día de Los 
Muertos.

Spanish conquistadors 
were lead by Hernan 
Cortés. 

The Day of the Dead 
reunites the li ving with 
the dead.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Día de los Di funtos starts 
at midnight on November 
2nd. 

TRUE         FALSE

13 14 15The Spanish tradition 
was called All Souls’
Day.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Sugar skulls often have 
a frown on them.


