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• For 1000s of years before the Spanish reached the Americas, 
Mesoamerican cultures such as the Mayans, Aztecs, Toltecs, and 
Olmecs flourished. 100s of languages filled the space between 
Mexico and Honduras. (Flores 6) 

• Mesoamerican belief systems generally had an intimate 
relationship with death. Spirits of the dead where thought to linger 
in this life and cause trouble with harvests or heath if they lacked 
acknowledgement, prompting gifts and offerings (Flores 6).  

• People also believed that spirits needed to be cared for daily 
through ritual in order to ensure well-being and prosperity (Marchi 
277).  

• In the early 1500s the Spanish began their conquest of 
Mesoamerica. Combining their forces with those of rebellious 
nations surrounding the capital of Tenochtitlan  (modern day 
Mexico City), the Spanish came forth as the victor; however; they 
were unable to eradicate indigenous religious beliefs and had to 
make concessions allowing for their practice along side the existing 
Catholic tradition of Allhallowtide. (Flores 8) 

• In 1810, after about a 300 yearlong occupation by the Spanish, 
Mexico gained its independence; however, this was not without 
Mestizaje, or the development of cultural hybridity (Flores 8) 

A Brief History of the Ofrenda and the 
Day of the Dead 

Mestizaje: The mixing of 

European and indigenous 

cultures (Flores 8). This results 

in cultural hybridity.  

 

 

 
Ofrenda: a ritual altar used to 

welcome the dead, let them 

know they are remembered, 

and remind them of life’s 

pleasures (Tulane University 9) 

 

 
El Día de los Muertos: a 

festive celebration honoring 

the dead practiced in parts 

of Latin America as a result of 

mixed Mesoamerican and 

Spanish traditions.  

José Guadalupe Posada, Las Bicicletas, 1913, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Posada6.Bikes.jpeg 

Part I: Mesoamerica, the Spanish 
Conquest, and Mestizaje 



October 18 – Souls depart 
November 1 – All Saints 
Day/Dia de los Angelitos  
November 2 – All Souls Day/ 
Dia de los Muertos  

Part II: Art, Secularization, and the 
Chicano Movement   

 

 

 

 
Neo-indigenism : a 

movement by Latino activists 

to reaffirm and celebrate the 

contributions and 

achievements of the pre-

Columbian civilizations of the 

Americas 

Arte Contesario: literary, 

visual, and performance art 

that celebrates history and 

refutes racist and Eurocentric 

views.  

Chicano Movement: social 

justice movement comprised 

of young Mexican American 

artists and intellectuals  who 

were inspired by civil rights 

activists (Marchi 273) 

Calavera: Image of a skull or 

skeleton used during the Day 

of the Dead. When on an 

Ofrenda they represent 

symbolically the life of the 

deceased.  

• In the early 1900s the Mexican government made the Day of the 
Dead an official holiday  (Flores 8) 

• Jose Guadalupe Posado – created controversial art combining 
people from all walks of life as Calaveras, including politicians 
(Flores 10) 

• Before the 1970s few Mexican Americans celebrated the day of 
the dead; instead they observed the Catholic All Saints Day and All 
Souls Day (Marchi 272-273) 

• The Chicano Movement focused on a broad cross-section of issues 
facing particularly Mexican Americans from farm workers rights to 
Native American land rights to adequate education. It aimed to 
confront negative stereotypes of Mexicans in the media of the 
United States (Marchi 273). Ofrendas were often used as protest art.  

• Chicano Day of the Dead rituals were routinely seen in secular 
contexts – art, culture, political expression. This is in part because 
Chicanos wanted to distinguish themselves from a religion so 
closely connected with colonialism and because they wanted to 
make the cultural aspects of the holiday available to diverse 
populations (Marchi 279-280). 

• In the early 1970s Day of the Dead celebrations was a statement of 
cultural affirmation after decades of Eurocentric racism. (Marchi 
281) 

• Chicano artists transformed Day of the Dead altars from media 
originally dedicated to personally known individuals to media 
dedicated to individuals and groups not necessarily known by the 
altar makers (Marchi 283). 

• U.S. Day of the Dead celebrations exemplify an emphasis on the 
human agency of a historically subordinated group to shape the 
way its identities, histories, and experiences are portrayed (Marchi 
275).  

http://nelidaperez.tumblr.com/image/34614740
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1.  Place number of boxes or levels desired on your workspace. The 

number of levels has a significant impact on the meaning of the 

Ofrenda:   

 Two levels can represent the division between earth and 

sky, life and the afterlife. Three levels can represent the sky, the 

earth, and the underworld according to Aztec interpretations. 

From a Christian perspective, the levels could be the Holy Trinity 

or hell, earth, and heaven (Lopez 2013). The symbolic 

significance of different levels should be taken into consideration 

during placement 

2. Add a tablecloth and papel picado, chose colors according to 

desired effect  

3. On the topmost level pictures of religious figures and the 

deceased should be placed 

4. Add at least one candle for every person being memorialized  

5. Add flowers, real or paper. Marigolds are traditionally used to 

guide the dead home, but you should use or make from paper 

other flowers you find significant for the person being honored 

6. Add at least salt, water, and bread. If you would like, use other 

traditional and personally significant foodstuffs  

7. Provide toys, clothes, books, or dolls that belonged to or 

represent the deceased 

8. Make sure each element (fire, water, air, earth) is represented. 

Fire is represented by candles, Water by a filled glass or pitcher, 

Air by papel picado, and Earth by food. 

9. Adornments should be laid out fairly symmetrically (Tulane 

University 15) 

Supplies and 
instructions: 

 Tamales (Mexico and Central 
America) corn-based dough 

potentially filled with meat, 
cheese, or vegetables cooked 

inside of a leaf (Marchi 276) 

Pan de Muerto (Mexico)/ 
Guaguas (the Andes) a sweet 

roll with bone-shaped 
decorations and potentially white 

or colored sugar on top (Ibid) 

Sugar Skulls (Mexico) skulls 
molded out of sugar and 

decorated with icing, potentially 
bearing a name (Ibid) 

Water it’s believed that spirits are 
quite thirsty after returning from 
the afterlife (Tulane University 2) 

Candles one should be lit for 
each dead being remembered 

+1 in case someone was 
forgotten. Represent hope and 

faith (Tulane University 11). 

Salt for purification and so the 
dead may season their food 

 Wash bowl and Towel so the 
dead may clean themselves after 

a long journey (Tulane University 
12) 

Papel Picado Represents the 
element air. Black: the land of the 
dead, Purple: Catholic notions of 

pain, suffering, grief, Pink: 
Celebration, White: purity/hope, 

Yellow/Orange: the marigold, sun, 
light, Red: to Christians it 

represents the blood of Christ, to 
Indigenous peoples it is the blood 

of humans and animals (ibid) 

Flowers the brevity of life. The 
smell of Marigolds in particular 

draws spirits home (Tulane 
University 13) 
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http://aguilara.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Ofrenda2011detalle.jpg 
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