
 

  

THE SKULL AS A HAPPY ART SUBJECT 
By Bonnie Cosentino 

 
The Day of the Dead 
 
Learning about the 3,000 year old history of Day of the Dead offers students a greater 
understanding of how Latino cultures celebrate ancient traditions that over time have evolved to 
include Spanish Catholicism.  The provocative imagery of the Mexican Day of the Dead can spark lively 
discussions about how different cultures view death. 
 
November 2nd is the official date for Day of the Dead, or “Dia de los Muertos,” although it is 
celebrated between October 31st and November 2nd. These dates correspond with the Catholic 
celebrations of All Saints Day and All Souls Day. This results from the Catholic Church’s efforts to 
find similarities between the indigenous and Christian beliefs.  Finding similarities always helps open 
the doors of communication. The Day of the Dead is like a combination of Memorial Day, Halloween, 
and Mardi Gras!  
1.   Discuss how departed relatives are invited into the homes in Latino cultures, and their visits are  
      celebrated as joyous occasions.  In contrast, other cultures would consider it a scary haunting! 
2.   Discuss the attitudes of the Latino cultures toward death, and how humor is used to deal with the  
      inevitable. Discuss how humor and laughter dispel fear.  
 
 
The Skull as an Art Subject 
 
The most recognizable symbol of the Day of the Dead is the SKULL. The skulls are brightly painted 
and decorated.  They are visibly happy, often wearing hats, and their eyes are sometimes painted with 
flowers to symbolize new life.  Small sugar skulls are decorated and given out, much like Easter candy.  
Creating a decorated skull design offers students an opportunity enjoy ethnic folk art and they can 
make their skull designs as colorful and personable as possible with individual messages.  Metallic 
paper is often used on the foreheads of the skulls, inscribed with the names of friends or 
sweethearts. They can be exchanged like valentines.  Some are used as wall decorations or masks. 
1.   Show photographs of the “Calaveras” (skeletons) dancing, playing musical instruments, etc. and 
      colorful Dia de los Muertos skulls. 
2.    Discuss how the act of an artist placing joyous decorations on a skull transforms it into a festive   

symbol. 
 
 
The Skull in History 
 

          Prior to the mid 1800s, most European and American crucifixes had a skull and cross bones at the                       
bottom. It was a reference to the grave of Adam, and a symbol of triumph over death. Sometimes 
entire crucifixes were made of little skull carvings instead of beads. Then along came the pirates who 
put the skull and crossbones on their flags, and it became a negative symbol, and the Church stopped 
using it. Likewise, the skull and crossbones were imprinted on poisonous materials as a warning. The 
Grateful Dead made skulls look cool, and of course the Biker movement has added its own flair to the 
skull symbol. 
1. Discuss the different reactions that skull designs receive, depending on who wears them 
2. Discuss how our own religious history and imagery in past centuries was macabre 
3. Discuss how Halloween costumes compare to the Day of the Dead costumes and decorations 


