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PREFACE

Mexico has a rich history of iconic images that are widely recognized by national and international audiences, elite nation builders, and popular groups alike. These icons are believed to represent core features of Mexican history, culture, and society. Some of them originate in the domain of religion while others are rooted in social and political struggles. While some enjoy an undisputed and lasting force and presence, like the Virgen de Guadalupe, others may fall into oblivion. Emiliano Zapata, a key icon of the Mexican Revolution, for example, is no longer the subject of state-orchestrated hero cults but preserves an iconic significance in the popular imagination. Some icons are firmly and broadly enshrined in official and social discourses: think of Miguel Hidalgo as the icon of Mexican independence, or Benito Juárez for nineteenth-century liberalism. Across Mexico, thousands of streets, squares, hospitals, and schools are named after them. Still other icons originate from, and remain much more confined to, the domain of popular culture. The lucha libre wrestler Canek is perhaps a good example, as are many popular Catholic saints such as San Judas Tadeo and Juan Soldado. But, irrespective of their origins and societal presence, they are always subject to shifting processes of meaning-making. What they symbolize is not some unmediated and ahistorical meaning or essence but the result of negotiations among different social actors conditioned by shifting social, political, and cultural discourses and practices. Despite all efforts to fix or stabilize its meanings, national iconography is always dynamic.

In recent decades, Mexico and Mexicans have experienced profound changes in almost every societal domain: the economic system, the political landscape, and cultural flows and practices, including changes in religious allegiances, in social and demographic terms, in the country’s place in the world, in the rule of law, and in violence and insecurity. This book is the result of a project first formulated in 2013 to examine the social production of new (or reinvigorated) icons, cultural practices, mythologies, and popular heroes at the beginning of the twenty-first century, against a background of shifting social and cultural realities and a weariness with iconographies associated with twentieth-century national development, perhaps most importantly that of “the Revolution” itself. The objective was to organize the 2014 Día de Mexicanistas at the University of Groningen around this broad theme. This was also thought to be a particularly appropriate topic for the occasion of the retirement of my colleague Hub. Hermans, who specializes in literature and other forms of cultural production in Spain and Mexico and who, twenty years earlier, had been a founder of the Groningen Centro de Estudios Mexicanos. As a token of appreciation for his leading role in promoting Latin American and especially Mexican studies at the University of Groningen, this book is dedicated to him.

Soon after the initial project was formulated, we decided to narrow its focus to one of the, if not the most, significant iconic images and saints in contemporary Mexico, La Santa Muerte. This focusing was also intended to enhance the coherence and productivity of the planned scholarly encounter. It was clear that, since 2000, the cult of La Santa Muerte had grown vastly in influence and popularity throughout Mexico and beyond its borders. To understand the historical roots, devotional practices, and broader social conditions of the cult’s expansion and change, the Centro de Estudios Mexicanos brought together a unique group of scholars from different disciplines (anthropology, history, religion, cultural sociology) to work on different aspects of the cult. As it turned out, the conference, held in November 2014, was the first-ever international scholarly gathering dedicated entirely to La Santa Muerte.

Bringing together colleagues from Mexico, the United States, and several European countries, all of whom are studying that visually stunning icon of Mexico’s posttransitional and neoliberal violent democracy, constituted a challenge in many ways. With the exception of coauthors Judith Katia Perdigón and Bernardo Robles, and Claudio Lomnitz, all contributors to this volume participated in the Groningen meeting. I am grateful for Perdigón’s and Robles’s willingness to come on board at a later stage. Although Lomnitz, unfortunately, was unable to attend our deliberations in Groningen due to his teaching obligations in New York, he contributed a thought-provoking afterword to this volume. Laura Roush, who due to pressing personal circumstances was unable to contribute to this volume, played a valued role at the meeting itself and remained very helpful afterward. The input and engagement of Benjamin Smith (Great Britain), Juan Antonio Flores Martos (Spain), Anne Huffschmid (Germany), and Regnar Kristensen (Denmark) during the conference and the extended rewriting and publication process were an inspiration for me and a crucial reason for my ability to bring this project to a conclusion.

Other scholars (José Carlos Aguiar, Andrew Chesnut) delivered papers and participated in the debates in Groningen but eventually withdrew from the publication project. Thinking back, they contributed to turning the meeting into a fascinating example of “science in action” marked by academic protagonismo and touchiness. In hindsight, one sees that this was likely related to the strict focus on the relatively new phenomenon of La Santa Muerte; it turns out that, given the scarcity of novel research topics, competition and rivalry are as common among scholars as among the contending saints on sale in the crowded, esoteric market stalls of Mexico!

The organization of the conference enjoyed the support of numerous people. First of all, the dean of the Faculty of Arts, Gerry Wakker, provided additional funding to make the special occasion of Hermans’s retirement at the conference possible. I greatly appreciate her gesture, as well as the funding from the Groningen Research Institute for the Study of Culture. I would like to thank Eduardo Ibarrola Nicolín, then Mexico’s ambassador to the Netherlands, and Sandra López, the embassy’s cultural attaché at the time, for their lasting support to the Centro de Estudios Mexicanos in general and the Santa Muerte conference in particular. I am also indebted to my colleague Bob de Jonge for his wise advice during the preparation phase and his organizational and logistical help. Several colleagues from the Universities of Groningen and Utrecht commented on papers and chaired sessions: Anne Martínez, Martijn Oosterbaan, and Kees Koonings. Their input was much appreciated. A special word of thanks goes to Nuala Finnegan, who runs the Centre for Mexican Studies at University College Cork in Ireland, for her perceptive comments and pleasant companionship. The conference would not have gone as smoothly as it did without the help of my student assistant Stan Aalderink. An outstanding student, Stan also turned out to have valuable hands-on problem-solving qualities. Finally, I would like to express my appreciation for the professionalism and helpfulness of Paul Kersey, who translated some chapters and copyedited others.

During the period of writing, feedback, rewriting, editing, peer review, and additional rewriting, I was fortunate to receive ongoing support and input from two key people. Clark Whitehorn, executive editor of the University of New Mexico Press, provided guidance and encouragement from the moment I first approached him at the Latin American Studies Association’s busy book fair to discuss this project. His uncommon blend of editorial professionalism, amenable personality, and human perceptiveness was key to the process of transforming the idea for this volume into a reality. Ben Smith, meanwhile, provided feedback on different versions of my introductory chapter and was always open to discussing the vicissitudes of this project. His intelligence, wittiness, and broad knowledge of Mexican history, society, and culture have left an imprint on this volume far beyond his own chapter. I will never forget our regular conversations in the Cape of Good Hope Pub in Warwick about La Santa Muerte, Mexican drug trafficking, archives, books, football, snooker, Brexit, and, most importantly, our wives and daughters.

Much of my reading and writing for this project was done during stints at my mother’s house. Although in her eighties, her care for, and interest in, my personal well-being and work have remained boundless. I cherish the memories of those unusual days of warmth, conversation, hard work, and good food.

WIL G. PANSTERS

Utrecht/Groningen, February 2018
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	La Santa Muerte

History, Devotion, and Societal Context





We got into a taxi at our hotel in downtown Mexico City for the long drive along the Calzada de Tlalpan to the southern part of the city. Sitting next to the driver, I immediately noticed two small images of La Santa Muerte on the dashboard. When I also observed that the driver was wearing a discreet chain and bracelet with Santa Muerte symbols, I decided to ask him about it. For the next forty minutes he—let’s call him Ricardo—spoke openly and extensively about his relationship with La Santa Muerte, turning the journey into one of those exceptional moments of fieldwork that occur from time to time in the Mexican megacity. Five years earlier, Ricardo had confronted a very serious “family problem,” which he did not elaborate on and which, out of respect for his privacy, I decided not to ask about. Trying to resolve his problem, he had appealed directly to God on numerous occasions, but to no avail. It was then that a friend, a Santa Muerte devotee, invited him to visit her shrine in the Tepito neighborhood and beseech her for help. Ricardo agreed, though cautiously at first. He promised La Santa Muerte and his friend that if she would resolve his problem, he would tattoo her image on his chest near his heart. And so it happened; Ricardo quickly unbuttoned his shirt and proudly showed me his tattoo. Since that day, he has been a Santa Muerte devotee, worshipping her in a manner that reflects his discreet devotional outer expressions: he attends rosaries regularly but not every month; keeps a small multicolored figurine of La Santa Muerte at home; and gives her an apple every few weeks with some smaller items, because “no le pido mucho” (I don’t ask much from her).1

Being a taxi driver in the Mexican capital comes with insecurity and risks. Since La Santa Muerte has a reputation for providing protection, I inquired whether Ricardo also petitions the saint in this respect. He answered my question in the affirmative but was quick to add that just a week earlier he’d been the victim of an armed robbery in broad daylight in the southern part of the city when a fare suddenly threatened him with a gun and forced him to hand over the car’s radio, a mobile phone, a GPS system, and fifty pesos in cash. Ricardo stressed that he was not beaten or otherwise physically harmed, suggesting that La Santa Muerte at least protected him from that. As so many common citizens suffer violent assaults in contemporary Mexico, often for limited financial gain, his view does not come as a surprise. In a soft voice, he spoke about his desire to lead a life of honesty, respect, and openness in family relations, work, and religious beliefs. He believes in caring for his family through honest hard work and invests in having an open, trusting relationship with his children and wife, who has converted to Protestantism. Proof of this is that the couple does not quarrel about their divergent religious convictions; after all, they both believe in the supreme force of God (“Dios es primero”). Tolerance toward the Santa Muerte cult and its devotees is, however, not a matter of course in Mexico. In fact, Ricardo says, for many people, La Santa Muerte has a bad reputation, since she is associated with crime and criminals. He knows that some people from the criminal (under)world are indeed attracted to the cult and participate in rosaries, but there are many others, men and women, young and old, among the devotees who survive, make a living, and build social relations based on truthfulness and sincerity.2 Many Santa Muerte devotees also continue to worship Mexico’s most important Catholic icon, the Virgin of Guadalupe. It appears that folk Catholicism, as opposed to the beliefs of the church hierarchy, is able to accommodate the cult in daily practice. Others are less open-minded.

Ricardo talks about the assertive intolerance of one of his brothers-in-law, who is a Christian pastor, which has led to unpleasant exchanges during family get-togethers. On one occasion, when Ricardo arrived to celebrate Father’s Day, his brother-in-law said that the “devil” had come to join them! On others, people have told him that worshipping La Santa Muerte would send him straight to hell. But he is not particularly impressed by the threat of the hereafter: “Which hell?” he asks rhetorically, and then adds: “¡El infierno está aquí!”—“Hell is right here!” When I ask what he means by that, he tells me, first of all, about the pain he suffered when his father and then his mother passed away while he was just a child. The grief blackened his existence and overwhelmed him with loneliness and hurt so that it felt like hell. While hell manifested itself in Ricardo’s individual suffering, it also took a more general shape in the form of social and economic marginalization coupled with insecurity, violence, and fear. Among Mexico City taxi drivers, such feelings are by no means uncommon.

Ricardo is one of the tens—perhaps hundreds of thousands—of people in Mexico and elsewhere who have become devotees of La Santa Muerte since the beginning of the twenty-first century, a period in which the cult has gained a “spectacular” visual presence through a wide range of social and cultural expressions and forms. In TV documentaries and journalistic accounts about Mexico’s security crisis and drug-related violence, La Santa Muerte appears as the patron saint of drug traffickers, criminals, and police officers. The Internet contains huge amounts of highly diverse information: in the summer of 2016, a Google search for “Santa Muerte” produced more than five million hits! The great variety of Santa Muerte objects sold in popular markets across Mexico makes her presence tangible everywhere. While at the end of the 1990s the range of Santa Muerte figurines on sale was still limited, since then the change has been remarkable (Kristensen, 2016a, p. 408). During a Sunday morning stroll in the República Market in the city of San Luis Potosí in August 2015, I counted no fewer than twenty market stalls with Santa Muerte articles on sale. Some belonged to herbalists, who offer candles and amulets; others are popular pharmacies that sell all kinds of alternative medicines but also Santa Muerte figurines, lotions, incense, and prayer booklets. Some are small, but others are enormous with literally hundreds of artifacts related to distinct folk beliefs on display. When I inquired about the demand for these products, the young owner of a large and carefully ordered shop was quick to tell me that he and his family were not Santa Muerte devotees but instead worshipped Saint Jude Thaddeus, the saint of lost causes. Even so, they were businesspeople, and since Santa Muerte articles enjoyed a larger demand than others, they stacked their shop with sculptures both large and small, bracelets, pendants, and trinkets. At the entrance to another shop stood a glass shrine with a huge black statue of La Santa Muerte. Here, and across Mexico, these popular markets, where low-income families buy vegetables, fruit, meat, and chicken, get haircuts, eat breakfast or lunch, and acquire all kinds of products for their physical, psychological, and spiritual well-being, La Santa Muerte has obtained a prominent position in herbolarias and shops selling items related to Santería and folk Catholicism.

Clearly, there is a growing market for Santa Muerte merchandise, but what does that tell us about the beliefs and practices of the clients who buy these items? How many such clients are there to begin with? Since when has she been around, and where? How does Santa Muerte devotion relate to Catholicism? What does being a devotee mean in terms of beliefs, rituals, and symbolism? What are the key features of Santa Muerte devotional practices? How is the Santa Muerte cult connected to broader religious, cultural, and social processes, institutions, discourses, and actors? What does La Santa Muerte “do” or “perform” to so successfully attract followers in contemporary Mexico’s religious market? What are the underlying historical, social, and cultural roots and causes of the cult as we know it today? And, finally, which concepts and analytical frameworks should we employ to understand this phenomenon?

These and other questions are addressed in this book. In order to properly introduce and contextualize the contributions to this volume, all of which focus on specific dimensions of the Santa Muerte cult with the help of apposite conceptual perspectives, this chapter strives to achieve four aims. The first is to provide the reader with a general introduction to the main features of the Santa Muerte phenomenon. Second, it achieves this through a critical reading of the available scholarly literature, thereby offering a comprehensive state of this emerging field of study. Third, it identifies and examines the principal debates and points of contention in this field. Finally, it points out how the chapters in this volume contribute to these debates and to deepening our understanding of the Santa Muerte cult. In summary, the overall, ambitious aim of this chapter is to develop a broad historical, ethnographical, and conceptual framework within which the rest of this book can be read.

LA SANTA MUERTE: STUDYING A POPULAR RELIGION “IN THE MAKING”

Research on La Santa Muerte has a brief but prolific history. With the exception of occasional references by previous generations of anthropologists, the cult only became an object of study when it grew in spectacular fashion in the early twenty-first century. As such, it provides a fascinating laboratory for the study of a popular religion “in the making.” In 2007, the Spanish anthropologist Juan Antonio Flores Martos wrote that scholars had barely begun to research La Santa Muerte. Existing journalistic accounts, such as those of Edgar Escobedo Quijano (2005) and Laura Castellanos (2004), and writings by other observers—Juan Ambrosio (2003), for example—were, in his view, fraught with a “superficial, sensationalistic vision for [popular] dissemination that has explored—and exploited—this cult” (2007, p. 281).3 Although his assessment was perhaps broadly valid, it was not entirely accurate. At the time of his writing, three scholarly texts had already been published, and they remain compulsory points of reference. In a short 2005 article, the late Mexican anthropologist Elsa Malvido laid out the iconographic and religious precedents of the emerging Santa Muerte cult, and in the same year the US-based anthropologist Claudio Lomnitz published his major study on the history of death in Mexico, which briefly addressed the Santa Muerte cult. Interestingly, in 1998, John Thompson, a freelance American scholar of Mexican folk religion, published an excellent academic paper that examined his encounter with La Santa Muerte in northern Mexico in the 1990s and traced its broad European origins.

Thus, when Flores Martos first published on La Santa Muerte in Veracruz, a pattern in the study of the cult was already emerging. Information and scholarly knowledge about La Santa Muerte came from three main sources. First, journalistic interest in the cult has remained very strong, both in Mexico and abroad (Gil Olmos, 2010; Lorusso, 2013). This includes not only reports in newspapers, magazines, and books but also documentaries, films, and a vast store of information on the Internet in the form of blogs and websites. Two factors have been important for this continued attention. The appalling events surrounding drug trafficking and crime, as well as aggressive government policies particularly after 2006, have resulted in brutal violence, disappearances, and omnipresent death throughout Mexico. In addition, visual representations of La Santa Muerte in the modern media have spurred interest, even fascination, especially since they are often, albeit one-dimensionally, connected to the world of crime and violence.4

Second, Malvido’s seminal article inaugurated the first wave of studies from Mexican anthropology, for which much of the field research was done around 2005. Publications by Katia Perdigón, who published the first book on the “polemic subject” of La Santa Muerte (2008a, p. 15), and Perla Fragoso (2007b, 2011) reaffirmed the establishment of La Santa Muerte as a valid object of scholarly research.5 Since then, contributions have grown and diversified. While the first spate of publications dealt almost exclusively with the cult in Mexico City, over time research appeared on its manifestations in other parts of Mexico (Bravo Lara, 2013; Higuera-Bonfil, 2015). The theme was also taken up increasingly by scholars from disciplines other than anthropology (Gaytán Alcalá, 2008; Villamil Uriarte & Cisneros, 2011) and by graduate students (e.g., De la Fuente, 2013; Yllescas, 2016). Taken together, this growing corpus of scholarly work has significantly improved our understanding of the dynamics and complexity of Santa Muerte devotion.

Third, the early work of Thompson and Lomnitz constituted the starting point of a strong and increasingly diverse involvement of US and European scholarship (mostly published in English) on La Santa Muerte, which, unfortunately, is sometimes overlooked by Mexican researchers. The first to delve into the phenomenon were anthropologists. Although his first encounters and interviews date back to 2002, the Danish anthropologist Regnar Kristensen engaged in prolonged fieldwork on the cult from 2005 to 2009. His are probably still the most theoretically sophisticated and ethnographically comprehensive accounts (2011, 2015, 2016a). The Mexico-based US anthropologist Laura Roush (2012, 2014) was also among the first to do extensive fieldwork, as was the aforementioned Flores Martos on popular religion in the port of Veracruz. Similar to Mexican academia, one observes a diversifying and broadening trend in non-Mexican scholarship. Andrew Chesnut, a student of religion, published the first (critically received) English-language book on La Santa Muerte (2012b).6 In addition, the Polish anthropologist Piotr Michalik (2011, 2012), the Italian philosopher of religion Stefano Bigliardi (2016), the German cultural sociologist Anne Huffschmid (this volume), and the French anthropologist of religion Kali Argyriadis (2014) have all made interesting contributions. A recent development involves studies that focus not so much on the Santa Muerte cult itself but that look comparatively at its devotional practices and meanings (Martín, 2014; Oleszkiewicz-Peralba, 2015).

The global expansion of the study of La Santa Muerte during this brief period has meant that our understanding has begun to mature and move in different historical, ethnographic, and conceptual directions, even though the three sources of knowledge identified above do not always feed on each other effectively.7 While this body of scholarship has begun to chart the social and conceptual terrain of the cult, it also contains contrasting approaches and debates; hence, much empirical and interpretative work still lies ahead.8 This book aspires to make a substantial contribution. My review of existing scholarship revolves around three main questions or thematic fields, which order the remaining part of this chapter and form a framework for the subsequent ones: What are the most significant historical and symbolic roots of La Santa Muerte (devotion)? How can the contents and symbolic meanings of the cult’s current devotional practices be described and understood? What socioeconomic, political, and cultural forces intertwine to form the wider context of the spectacular emergence of Santa Muerte devotion and its major features? In other words, this chapter will look backward at the history of La Santa Muerte, inward at key devotional forms and practices, and outward at its societal context as I combine historical and ethnographical substance with conceptual analyses.

1. LOOKING BACKWARD: HISTORY AND CULTURAL REPERTOIRES

The author of the first scholarly book on La Santa Muerte, Katia Perdigón, initially came to know about her in the 1970s through an aunt who prayed and talked to an image of La Santa Muerte on a medallion. Later, as a trained anthropologist, Perdigón studied the phenomenon as it underwent a transformation from “underground and personalized veneration” to public visibility and devotion. But with the reinvention of the cult after 2000, “nothing was the same” (2008a, p. 14, my translation).9 In the early 1960s, doña Enriqueta (“Queta”) Romero also became acquainted with La Santa Muerte through an aunt. Forty years later, she played a decisive role, unintentionally at first, in turning her image into a massively and publicly revered saint when, in September 2001, she placed a life-size statue of La Santa Muerte in front of her house. The skeleton figure in Calle Alfarería, in the heart of the notorious Tepito neighborhood in downtown Mexico City, attracted attention and elicited manifestations of devotion as people placed candles and small offerings there.10 Today, it is the most revered Santa Muerte shrine in Mexico (see Kristensen, 2016a, pp. 402–3). Understanding the remarkable transformation from that hidden, almost clandestine Santa Muerte devotion to the public congregations of thousands of devotees constitutes a challenge for contemporary scholarship and a major aim of this volume: what were the main forces and factors behind the extraordinary qualitative and quantitative evolution of the cult?

Encountering La Santa Muerte: Infidelity, Prisons, and Numbers

The recent history of the devotional practices of the Santa Muerte cult in Mexico City can be recounted, in part, through the personal experiences and memories of Perdigón and doña Queta going back to the 1970s and early 1960s, respectively. Flores Martos situates the beginning of the expansion of the Santísima Muerte cult in the port of Veracruz in 1993 (2007, pp. 274–75), the same year in which the cult began to emerge in Tuxtla Gutiérrez (Chiapas), while its origins in Chetumal (Quintana Roo) go back to at least 1986 (Higuera-Bonfil, 2015, p. 98; Bolaños Gordillo, 2015). In a groundbreaking article, John Thompson mentions that in 1992 he first bought a folded piece of paper with an image and a prayer to La Santa Muerte in the northern border town of Nogales (Sonora), and describes how just a few years later Santa Muerte objects became available in the United States (1998, p. 407).

However, there are oral accounts of Santa Muerte devotion that date back to the 1940s, but nothing earlier than that. Devotees told Kristensen about a skeletal figure found beneath the floor of a house in Tepatepec (Hidalgo) in 1965. Although the figure had little in common with the current La Santa Muerte and was actually venerated as San Bernardo, more recently devotees from Mexico City began to consider the Tepatepec figure the oldest San Muerte statue (Kristensen, 2016a, pp. 407–8). Written sources also exist, and more will surely be found in the near future as anthropologists and others continue to document the social history of the cult.

While Isabel Kelly (1965, p. 108), who did fieldwork in the Laguna area of northern Mexico in the 1950s, only mentions “santa muerte” prayer cards in passing, Oscar Lewis’s celebrated The Children of Sánchez, based on fieldwork in the second half of the 1950s in Tepito, stands out as the key early ethnographic account of the cult. Lewis narrates the story of Marta and her husband, Crispín, who is not only physically abusive but also a womanizer, a man “without morals.” When her sister tells her about Crispín’s recent philanderings, she recommends praying to La Santa Muerte for nine consecutive nights to make the husband stop cheating and bring him back, “beaten and tied, to fulfil his promises.” Interestingly, Marta told Lewis that others prayed to the souls of Juan Minero, San Antonio, and San Benito in attempts to return unfaithful husbands or lovers (Lewis, 1963, pp. 289–91). The earlier, monumental A Treasury of Mexican Folkways (1947) by the anthropologist Frances Toor also mentions Juan Minero and La Santa Muerte but, above all, refers to the use of magnetic stones in relation to love magic. It is the more “sophisticated folk, especially those living in and near cities,” who consult sorcerers to carry out magical rituals to win back lovers or husbands. Toor understood the urban roots of this demand, since “in the cities, where life is complicated and there is more infidelity than in the villages, one finds many love charms,” which can be acquired easily in markets. Regrettably, she does not specify exactly where or when she obtained the following short prayer to La Santa Muerte: “Beloved death of my heart, do not leave me unprotected and do not leave ‘John Doe’ tranquil for one moment—molest him, mortify him, make him restless so that he will always think of me” (Toor, 1947, pp. 141, 143–44).

This specific request to La Santa Muerte is still common today. Red-colored Santa Muerte candles that represent love and passion sell more than any others (Chesnut, 2014, p. 11), and a box with nine small red rudimentary Santa Muerte candles I acquired in the San Luis Potosí market contains prayers for such a novenario. On the second day, the devotee would address La Santa Muerte as follows: “I want you to do me the favor to bring [name of a specific person] to my feet, humiliated and remorseful, so he will never again leave me, as long as I need him.” All these small but significant traces and testimonies from the 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s highlight the role of women in Santa Muerte devotion in the secluded space of the home in Mexico City and other urban areas.

There is, however, clear evidence as well of a history of Santa Muerte veneration beyond the home, namely in the Mexican prison system, another space shielded from the public gaze. Kristensen (2015, pp. 6–10) recently concluded that this practice gained momentum in Mexico City prisons in the 1990s, when populations rose sharply (see Azaola & Bergman, 2008).11 After 2000, when the number of street altars dedicated to La Santa Muerte exploded, a strong correlation was found between their geographic distribution and neighborhoods with high prison populations. But the relationship between prisons and the Santa Muerte cult is by no means limited to Mexico City. Some years ago, a criminological study claimed that La Santísima Muerte could be found throughout the national prison system. The cult was widely known and practiced by male and female prisoners alike, who maintained altars in their cells, painted her image on walls, made figurines from different materials, and had her tattooed on their bodies (Payá, 2006, p. 243). Francisco Goldman (2014, p. 207) recalls how, in the 1990s, a friend photographed the Islas Marías federal prison (about one hundred kilometers off Mexico’s western coast) and told him that he encountered La Santa Muerte.

More revealing perhaps is the testimony penned by Linda Denegri about her stay in a women’s prison in the early 1970s. A middle-class woman, Denegri had murdered her abusive husband, the influential journalist Carlos Denegri, for which she was imprisoned for several years. At times empathetic but occasionally condescending, her stories about life in the infamous Cárcel de Mujeres in Mexico City shed a fascinating light on the abuse of women; the corruption and extortion; the arbitrary legal system; and drug consumption and trafficking during the administration of President Luis Echeverría (1970–1976). When Denegri stumbles upon La Santa Muerte, she is stupefied to hear her fellow inmate Pilar claim that “she is more powerful than life . . . and if you become a devotee she will accomplish more things than all the saints in whom you believe.” Pilar had a small altar in her cell, which others visited to pray and leave requests, “obviously [with] some coins” (Denegri, 1978, p. 29). Venerating La Santa Muerte seems to have formed part of Pilar’s larger toolkit of spiritual self-help, which contained limpias (cleansings) to alleviate daily prison predicaments or resolve long-standing legal problems (Denegri, 1978, pp. 81–84).12

In summary, there is sufficient evidence that during the second half of the twentieth century, La Santa Muerte was venerated in the secluded environments of private homes and prisons in Mexico. Although it would be very difficult to estimate the number of devotees before 2000, there is no doubt among most observers that after doña Queta “went public” and began to organize rosaries, the number of street altars and devotees increased sharply. In 2008, the Mexico City metropolitan area was estimated to have around three hundred street altars (Kristensen, 2015, p. 8), and the increase in the number of private altars has most likely kept pace with this trend. Today, despite the territorial expansion of the Santa Muerte cult, central Mexico is still considered its “heartland” (Bravo Lara, 2013, p. 13).

The new visibility of the cult, through rosaries and the sale of artifacts, certainly helps gauge the number of devotees, but it may also be misleading. In 2012, Chesnut estimated that 5 million Mexicans worshipped this image, extrapolating from the (equally approximate) sales of votive candles and other Santa Muerte paraphernalia (2012b, pp. 8–9). At the end of 2015, he labeled the growth of the cult “astronomical” and upped his estimates to between 10 and 12 million devotees in Mexico, Central America, and the United States (McNearney, 2015). If we assume that 75 percent of this mean (i.e., 11 million) were Mexicans, that would give a figure of 8.25 million Santa Muerte devotees, or one of every fifteen Mexicans (!), plus 2.75 million in Central America and the United States. No one questions the transnationalization of the cult through migration networks, underground connections, and the Internet. Indeed, altars and services have been recorded from New York to Los Angeles and along the US-Mexican border (Chesnut, 2012b; Panfalone, 2014), while the presence of La Santa Muerte in Guatemalan prisons is widespread.13 Chesnut’s estimates, however, seem unfounded and methodologically weak (Kristensen, 2015, pp. 5–6). An empirically rigorous survey of Mexico City street altars in 2008 suggested that there were perhaps thirty thousand devotees praying monthly in public (Kristensen, 2015, p. 8). If we assume for a moment that this represents only one-third of all devotees—since many may worship while confined in prison or prefer the privacy of their homes, like our taxi driver Ricardo—and that the number of devotees has almost doubled since 2008 (as Chesnut seems to suggest), then we reach an estimate of two hundred thousand in the Mexico City metropolitan area. Santa Muerte devotees can be found across Mexico, but since nearly one-fifth of the country’s population lives in the greater Mexico City area, and because most observers agree that this is the cult’s heartland, it seems reasonable to guesstimate the total number of devotees at one million. Another half a million from Central America and the United States would make a maximum of 1.5 million: a truly impressive number of adherents for a cult that was virtually unknown just fifteen years ago.

Religious and Iconographic Roots

In recent years, several scholars have commented on the historical roots of Santa Muerte devotion beyond the ethnographic references from the second half of the twentieth century. While the latter are relatively self-evident, research into the deeper origins of this cult is particularly challenging in methodological and interpretive terms. What are the main findings and controversies? To answer this question, I examine two approaches to the cult’s origin. The first involves tracing specific popular religious practices and iconographic traditions in Mexico or New Spain that bear a resemblance to today’s worship of La Santa Muerte. The second focuses more on symbolic and iconographic complexes that formed historically in Mexico and Central America around death and the dead, constituting cultural resources upon which contemporary religious practices have drawn creatively. In other words, while the former emphasizes certain (iconographic) clues and similarities, the latter concentrates on broader social and cultural contexts.

Some years ago, Lomnitz (2005a, p. 489), for example, suggested that today’s Santa Muerte cult in Mexico City might have evolved from the cult of San Pascualito in southern Mexico, which has its roots in colonial times. In 1960, in Tuxtla Gutiérrez, devotees who represented San Pascualito (or San Pascual Rey) as a skeleton in a coffin decided to break away from the Catholic Church and join the schismatic Santa Iglesia Ortodoxa Católica Mexicana, which had barely survived from the time of the Cristero War (1926–1929). Their decision resulted from a drawn-out religious conflict in the 1950s, during which the cult and its annual fair became particularly popular but also increasingly discredited by mainstream Catholicism. The church denounced devotees as superstitious, as the revolutionary state had done before, in 1914, when revolutionary troops attempted to burn San Pascual’s effigy because it was considered idolatrous. Later, in the early 1930s, state-led religious persecutions forced the cult underground. Devotion to the skeletal San Pascual in the first half of the twentieth century most likely dates back to the 1870s, when a confraternity placed an image of the skeleton in a coffin in a church in Tuxtla.

This development appears to be a revitalization of a colonial cult that had antagonized church authorities centuries earlier, though the anthropologist Carlos Navarrete, who studied that cult extensively, is the first to recognize that the historiographic gap is so large that the claim of historical continuity remains speculative and requires further research (1982, p. 35). San Pascual Bailón was a sixteenth-century Franciscan monk (1540–1592) who was beatified in 1618 and then canonized in 1690. In that period, his figure was popularized by members of the Franciscan order in what is today Chiapas and Guatemala. However, around 1650, when San Pascualito (note the affectionate use of the diminutive) was credited by local indigenous people with miraculous interventions during a pestilence and represented with the image of death, Catholic officialdom reacted furiously, accusing the devotees of ignorance, religious corruption, and disorder. Navarrete quotes friar Francisco Vázquez’s account of the episode:

And so ardent is the devotion of some towns, mixed at times with ignorance . . . for the pallid image of Death . . . [that] they call San Pascual, for they have fixed in their minds . . . that San Pascual frees Indians from death, [thus] confounding cause with its effect . . . to such a degree that in some places it has been necessary to remove the effigies of death from view. (1982, p. 29)

The church issued orders that all statues be collected from the Indians, many of whom were said to possess “two or three large [ones] placed upon their altars with offerings of flowers and perfumes,” and then burn them publicly. There is additional evidence from the late eighteenth century of images of death worshipped by indigenous folk. Perdigón cites an Inquisition document from 1797 that describes how Indians in San Luis de la Paz, under the influence of peyote, engaged a figurine they called Santa Muerte in a forceful way, “tying her up with a new, wet rope [and] threatening to whip her and burn her if she fail[ed] to perform a miracle” (2008a, p. 33). The church decided to destroy their “pagan” chapel. It has been suggested that this episode forms part of the tensions that arose from the transformations in which images of Christian saints displaced pre-Hispanic idolillos—whose force was believed to determine the prosperity of people’s homes and families—while retaining some of the latter’s key features (Gruzinski, 1990, pp. 216–19). From the seventeenth century onward, Serge Gruzinski argues, these saints became key cultural media “through which New Spain’s Indians invented, built and ordered their own reality” (1990, p. 218), although sometimes they crossed the limits marked by orthodox Catholicism. Because of the supposed indigenous and pagan origins of popular religious imaginations of death, encounters with the Catholic hierarchy in the New World reveal a long history of condemnation and punishment.

Having said this, the association between plagues and images of death observed in the case of San Pascual Bailón has numerous precedents in medieval Europe, where the Black Death devastated societies and triggered fears about the fragility of life and the inevitability of (sudden, painful) death. Those episodes had profound cultural consequences, not least in the emergence of new discourses and icons within the Catholic Church. It was the time of images of the so-called danse macabre, in which skeletons hold the hands of living humans and dance with them, young and old, men and women, rich and poor: death as the great equalizer. Such scenes were represented in poems, dances, paintings, stained glass, and sculptures—“dances of death” that expressed “the universal pessimism that invaded the late Middle Ages” (Navarrete, 1982, p. 18).

The overwhelming presence of death in the age of the plagues yielded a deep sense of fragile terrestrial and carnal existence and of the triumphant, sovereign power of death, sometimes portrayed as a crowned queen. The church urged people to live a “good” Christian life and to be ready for salvation when death came. A good life, in turn, prepared a “good” or “holy” death, “buena” or “santa muerte” (Perdigón, 2008a, p. 24). Treatises were drafted about how to prepare well for dying; that is, ars moriendi (Navarrete, 1982, p. 19). Discourses, imageries, and iconographies of death and dying traveled to the New World, an environment in which they evolved further (against the background of massive postconquest mortality) and entered into (hidden) conversations with pre-Columbian symbols and icons of death—for example, with the codices, inscriptions, and sculptures of the god of death, Mictlantecuhtli, in central Mexico. The proliferation of this imagery in New Spain was evident as skulls and skeletons became objects of veneration and cults.14 Doctrinal framing by the church was profoundly shaped by indigenous devotees, who built relationships of intimacy with them. Despite being persecuted for “idolatry,” devotees addressed the skulls on a daily basis and requested favors not granted by a distant and strict God (Fragoso 2011, p. 7), as popular religion became a fertile terrain for the give-and-take process called transculturation or syncretism (Chasteen, 2006, pp. 70–72; Taylor, 1996, pp. 51–61).

Inspired by Bolívar Echeverría’s work on the Latin American baroque, the essence of which is summarized as its apparent “fidelity to classic canons, which, however, are reinvented by twisting them,” Fragoso argues that devotion to death
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