
THE ORIGINS OF DIA DE LOS MUERTOS Dia de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead, is a traditional Mexican holiday that 
takes place on November 1st and 2nd (though other days, such as October 31st 

or November 6, may be included depending on the locality). Itʼs a vibrant 
occasion to celebrate the lives of those who have passed away and to maintain a 
connection with them. The origins of Dia de los Muertos can be traced to a blend 
of indigenous Aztec beliefs and Catholicism brought by Spanish conquistadors. 

AZTEC ROOTS 
The Aztecs had a deep connection to the 

afterlife, believing that death was a natural part 
of the cycle of life and that deceased ancestors 

should be celebrated and remembered. 

AZTEC FESTIVALS 
The Aztecs had various rituals dedicated to the 
deceased, such as the Festival of Mictecacihuatl 
(the Lady of the Dead), which had similarities to 

modern Dia de los Muertos traditions.  

SPANISH INFLUENCE 
When the Spanish conquistadors came to Mexico in the 
16th century, they attempted to convert the indigenous 

people to Catholicism. The Spanish introduced All Saintsʼ 
Day (November 1st) and All Soulsʼ Day (November 2nd), 
which are days for honoring and praying for the dead. 

SYNCRETISM 
The resulting “syncretism” or amalgamation of 
indigenous beliefs and Catholic traditions gave 
rise to the unique and modern-day Dia de los 

Muertos celebrations. 

Created by the Arlington Museum of Art 
Designed and illustrated by Madilyn Curtis 


