Alfrede Zalce, Day of the Dead, 104 x 122.5 cm, 1988 (oil on canvas).
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although markedly Christian, also con-
serve much of the magical thinking of the
pre-Hispanic world that says that the souls
of the dead return on the nights of Novem-
ber I and 2 to receive offerings from the liv-
ing, At this time of year, splendid offerings
are placed on tombs, graced with the light
from tapers and the intense orange-yellow
of the cempasichil flower, a species of
marigold. Voices raised in song and the peal
of the decorated church bells can be heard
when the darkness of night covers the souls
of both living and dead. On the island of Ja-
nitzio, in addition, the lovers Mintzita and
Taré, the Purépecha prince and princess
who died before they could marry, are also
remembered. Legend has it that
they became the guardians of a trea-
sure hidden in the depths of Lake
Pdtzcuaro surrounding the island.

November 1 1s a day of celebra-
tion, mixed with a profound mys-
ticism: a central part is the teruscdn,
organized pillaging in which boys
run through town stealing ears of
corn, squash, flowers and other
products from fences and roofs. All
this is later cooked by the adults in
a kettle in the church atrium and
distributed among the participants
in the ritual. That night, a wake is
held for the “little angels™ as in the
rest of Mexico, this consists of mak-
ing an altar for los muertos chiquitos,
children who have died. In Janit-
zio, their tombstones are adorned
with flowers, toys and sweets in the
hope that they will come back and con-
sume the treats they liked the best.

In the community of Huecorio, this
ceremony is carried out in people’s homes
beginning October 31, and the ofterings

to the children include toys from differ-

Sugar skulls are given as gifts on the Day of the Dead.

ent parts of the state, as well as the gifts
they never received in life.

On November 2, the offering of the
crops (campen) is made: a procession
through the town collects donations, which
are then taken to the church where the
priest intones prayers for the dead.

In Pdtzcuaro, the Day of the Dead has
a more Christian than pagan connotation
and most of the ceremonies take place in
the churches: mass is celebrated and offer-
ings are made and concerts given in the atria.

In Tzintzuntzan, the ancient capital of
the Purépecha kingdom, the townspeople

pass the night next to imposing pre-His-

panic and colonial buildings, common in
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this region. In addition to floral arrange-
ments and food, local crafts are included
in the altar offerings, such as black vidria-
do dishes, white dishes, straw angels, fruit
and carved wood. (This practice is also

common in lhuatzio, known for its straw
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weaving.) Here, the women take charge,
dressed in mourning, wrapped in their wide
shawls, they keep order and arrange the offer-
ings, singing through the night to Cutzi (the
moon), praying for happiness for the living.

The ceremony in Janitzio, the most
famous of the islands in Lake Pdrzcuaro, is
marked by the all-night singing in Puré-
pecha; the candles are lit one by one, illu-
minating the embroidered tablecloths under
the offerings, the nocturnal colors of the
flowers and the tranquil figures of the liv-
ing. The island of Jardcuaro, in contrast, is
festive and noisy; dances to flute music
under the great arches set inside the church
symbolizing each of the towns neighbor-
hoods dominate the evening. Here,
the whole town is decorated, but at
dawn the offerings are removed from
the tombs and taken into the church
where praises are sung.

[n Tzurumutaro, a town near
Pitzeuaro, a unique ceremony is car-
ried out: in the Agrarianism Museum,
regional flowers and vegetables adorn
an offering to General Lizaro Cir-
denas, Mexico’s president from 1934
to 1940, generally credited with the
agrarian reform.

Participating in these cere-
monies is a sacred duty to the dead.
The ritual atmosphere and the pro-
found respect for a ceremony to pray
for peace for the souls of the depart-
ed and happiness for those still
inhabiting this world are traditions
that have not been lost in Michoa-
cdn and that demonstrate the immutability
of magical-ritual thinking in this corner of
our country. UM

Taken from: Noche de muertos (Morelia, Michoa-
can: Secretaria de Turismo del Estado de Mi-

choacin, n. d.).



