
Rainford Reading Homework – El Día de los Muertos 

VOCAB WATCH 
Deceased = dead 
Nahua people = a group of indigenous people of Mexico and El Salvador. 
Contemporary = belonging to or taking place in the present. 
Prominent = important or famous 
Homage = special honour or respect shown publicly. 

On the Mexican holiday known as the Day of 
the Dead (el Día de los Muertos), families 
welcome back the souls of their deceased 
relatives for a brief reunion that includes food, 
drink and celebration. The holiday is 
celebrated each year on November 1-2. 

Origins of Day of the Dead 

The roots of the Day of the Dead, celebrated 
in contemporary Mexico and among those of 
Mexican heritage in the United States and 
around the world, go back some 3,000 years, 
to the rituals honouring the dead in pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica. The Aztecs and 
other Nahua people living in what is now 
central Mexico held a cyclical view of the 
universe, and saw death as an integral, ever-
present part of life. 

Upon dying, a person was believed to travel to 
Chicunamictlán, the Land of the Dead. Only 
after getting through nine challenging levels, a 
journey of several years, could the person’s soul 
finally reach Mictlán, the final resting place. In 
Nahua rituals honouring the dead, 
traditionally held in August, family members 
provided food, water and tools to aid the 
deceased in this difficult journey. This inspired 
the contemporary Day of the Dead practice in 
which people leave food or other offerings on 
their loved ones’ graves, or set them out on 
makeshift altars called ofrendas in their 
homes. 

How Is the Day of the Dead Celebrated? 

El Día de los Muertos is not, as is commonly 
thought, a Mexican version of Halloween, 
though the two holidays do share some 
traditions, including costumes and parades. 
On the Day of the Dead, it’s believed that the 
border between the spirit world and the real 
world dissolve. During this brief period, the 
souls of the dead awaken and return to the 
living world to feast, drink, dance and play 

music with their loved ones. In turn, the living 
family members treat the deceased as 
honoured guests in their celebrations, and 
leave the deceased’s favourite foods and other 
offerings at gravesites or on the ofrendas built 
in their homes. 

The most prominent symbols related to the 
Day of the Dead are calacas (skeletons) and 
calaveras (skulls).  

During contemporary Day of the Dead 
festivities, people commonly wear skull masks 
and eat sugar candy molded into the shape of 
skulls. People also eat pan de muerto, which is 
a sweet bread made in the weeks leading up 
to the celebration. 

Movies Featuring Day of the Dead 

 

Inspired by the 2015 James Bond movie 
Spectre, which featured a large Day of the 
Dead parade, Mexico City held its first-ever 
parade for the holiday in 2016. In 2017, a 
number of major U.S. cities, including Chicago, 
Los Angeles, San Antonio and Fort 
Lauderdale, held Day of the Dead parades. 
That November, Disney and Pixar released 
the blockbuster animated hit Coco, a $175 
million homage to the Mexican tradition in 
which a young boy is transported to the Land 
of the Dead and meets up with his long-lost 
ancestors.

https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-americas/aztecs
https://www.history.com/topics/halloween
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjKj5G36ITjAhUHuRoKHbpsAyUQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F2017%2F10%2F29%2Fworld%2Famericas%2Fmexico-day-of-the-dead.html&psig=AOvVaw3Yskte3ll4VZB3K6wLzA8Y&ust=1561558376738518
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