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For several weeks, Ana has been 

making 
preparations for an 
important event. 
Each November 
she and the 
majority of the 
people in Mexico 
celebrate Dia de 
los Muertos.  

Dia de los Muertos unofficially 
begins on October 31st but, 
traditionally, it is observed on 
November 1st and 2nd. November 2nd 
is the official, observed national 
holiday in Mexico. Its origins trace 
back to the Aztec festival in honor of 
the goddess Mictecacihuatl 
[pronounced mik-te-ka-sí-watl]. 
Mictecacihuatl, translated “Lady of 
the Dead,” rules over the afterlife and 
watches over the bones of the dead. 
There is also Roman Catholic 
influence in Dia de los Muertos. For 
Catholics, All Saint’s Day is 
celebrated on November 1st and All 
Soul’s Day is celebrated on 
November 2nd. As these Aztec and 
Catholic traditions blended they 
formed much of the traditional 
celebration. It’s a celebration for 
which Ana has waited all year.  

As her grandmother told the story, 
family members who have passed 
away deserve to be honored every 
year. She used to say, “Es muy 
importante para honorar la familia.” 
Ana has fond memories of parading  

 
through the streets on her way to the 
cemetery in which her loved ones 
were laid to rest. 

Cities buzz during this time of 
year. For example, local flower shops 
fill with the traditional marigold and 
bakeries increase production as they  
fill orders. Hotels and restaurants 
experience a rush of business as 
travelers return to their hometowns to 
be with family. Many people, having 
saved their money for several months, 
use their savings to travel and 
purchase flowers. They also use this 
money to buy sweet breads and other 
foods that will complete the ofrendas 
(or alters) made to honor their 
ancestors. While the food that is 
offered is eaten by the families 
themselves, some believe the 
“essence” of the food is absorbed by 
the spirits of those honored. Usually, 
the offerings have direct connections 
to the things the family members 
enjoyed while they were living. 
Yesterday, 
Ana and 
her family 
visited the 
local 
flower 
shop and 
purchased several flower 
arrangements for the celebration. 

Dia de los Muertos is also used as 
an opportunity for family members to 
show their love by caring for the 
places their loved ones have been    
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laid to rest. Ana’s uncle David and his 
son Juan Carlos have always had the 
responsibility of caring for the family 
burial plots. During the celebration, 
they enlist the help of all the family. 

Ana remembers 
cleaning the 
cemetery by 
gathering 
leaves and 
other bits of 

grass in a basket. After she gathered 
them, she would be allowed to place 
flowers and other decorations on the 
graves of her family members. She 
recalls walking up the hill toward 
home, turning and seeing a beautiful, 
flower-filled cemetery. She felt proud 
to have helped to clean it and make it 
lovely. 

Looking back, Ana’s fondest 
memories are of the time she spent en 
la cocina (in the kitchen) with her 
grandmother and her mother. Unable 
to reach the counter Ana’s step stool 
was a mainstay in the kitchen. Ana 
remembers how her grandmother 
would pull her hair back into a tight 
ponytail and tie her apron around her 
waist so she could help without 
getting too messy. Traditionally, the 
Dia de los Muertos celebration 
includes the preparation of food as an 
offering for loved ones who have 
passed. Ana’s grandmother prides 
herself in making these different 
foods which include an assortment of 
pandulce (Mexican sweet bread).  

 
In fact, for several years, Ana’s 
grandmother made much of the sweet 
bread for people in the community. 
People placed their orders months 
before the celebration. Ana’s family 
used some of the money to support 
the local church school. 

When Ana was in grade school, 
her class participated in the Dia de los 

Muertos 
celebration 
parades. 
These parades 
were full of 
color and 

people dressed up in skeleton 
costumes. Instead of using the 
skeleton as a scary symbol, the 
skeleton is used in a more cheerful 
way. The skeleton and other symbols 
are meant to remove the fear 
associated with death. 
Some of the most 
recognized symbols of 
Dia de los Muertos are 
the vibrantly colored 
and beautifully 
decorated skulls.  

For years, Ana’s mother carried on 
the tradition and now, the preparation 
has been passed down to Ana. As she 
kneads the dough she remembers her 
grandmother’s smile, her smell and 
the feeling of her arms around her 
while their hands mixed the dough. 
She remembers that her grandmother 
would ask, “¿Cariña, quieres me 
ayudarte”  
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(Sweetheart, would you like me to 
help you)? As much as Ana wanted to 
mix the dough by herself, to show that 
she was big enough, her hands didn’t 
have the strength. With the help of her 
grandmother the dough was always 
perfect.  

She recalls the sweet smell of 
sugar and baked bread. She 
remembers the taste of what she was 
allowed to sample as it came out of 
the oven. She remembers the love and 
the care her grandmother showed as 
they decorated sugar skulls and other 
treats. While they decorated, her 
grandmother would tell stories of 
family members who had passed  
away. Mostly though, she remembers 
the significance of the celebration 
because, for the first time, this 
celebration will honor her 
grandmother. 

Today, Dia de los Muertos might 
be viewed as a celebration simply for 

celebrations’ 
sake. Ana 
believes it is 
important to 
focus on the 
tradition, the 

beauty and the love of family. As Ana 
remembers, her hands cling tightly, 
woven into those of her daughters’ as 
they knead the dough together. 
 
 
 
 

 
This is a symbol of the binding love 
of family past and present…that love 
kneads remembering. 
 
 
 
 
 


