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What makes a saint? For some people, it's how a person carried themselves in life and their impact on others. For others, it's their spiritual connection to God. Yet, even among the most venerated, some were never canonized and never acquired the title of saint. We call them folk saints – dead people and indigenous spirits that were never truly acknowledged as saints. This, however, has never stopped their devotees from believing that they are intercessors with God in the same way that canonized saints are.

Why then have those folk saints not been canonized? Because many of them went against the current, acted upon their conscience, and followed their hearts. For that, they were labeled sinners and false idols. In the eyes of their followers, though, they were much more. They were healers, folk heroes, and indigenous spirits worthy of the veneration of being saints. Perhaps what makes folk saints so popular is how relatable they are to the members of their communities, with most of them originating from the same places as their followers. This is why, in death, they remain a significant and active part of many people's lives.

One of the most popular folk saints in Latin America, particularly in Mexico, is Santa Muerte, shortened from Nuestra Señora de la Santa Muerte, which translates to 'Our Lady of the Holy Death.' As you can probably already tell, Santa Muerte is no ordinary folk saint. It's the personification of death itself. It may seem odd that a group of people would venerate death, but this has been practiced for centuries. We'll get to that in just a bit. 

Santa Muerte is more than simply a personification of death. A female deity, she is associated with a lot of good by her followers. Santa Muerte is responsible for protection, healing, and safe passage to the afterlife for those who venerated her in life. This deity has significantly grown in popularity over the past few decades, much to the dismay of the Catholic Church,  Mexican government, and other official bodies. You can see her now in many places in Mexico with shrines erected in her name and the many followers associated with the Santa Muerte movement or cult. 

While she was originally a male figure, Santa Muerte is now almost exclusively female in most places you find her. She's a skeletal figure dressed in a long robe with a globe or a scythe in her hands. The colors she adorns can vary from one devotee to another, so there are no limitations to what she can wear. Santa Muerte has many other names like the Bony Lady, the White Girl, the Godmother, the Skinny One, and the Most Holy Death. She is revered by millions across the Americas, with the majority of her followers originating in Mexico. 

Why then is Santa Muerte this popular? In many ways, she is the beloved saint and patron of the dispossessed - those who have lost everything. Santa Muerte has often been depicted in popular culture, especially in movies and TV, as being associated with criminals and drug cartels, but she is so much more than that stereotypical depiction to many people. For her devotees, Santa Muerte is a non-judgmental, benevolent deity. She is believed to have the ability to grant the wishes of those who offer her pledges or offerings. For that reason, some scholars like Andrew Chesnut, professor of Latin American history and author of a book on her, believe that the followers of the Santa Muerte make for the fastest-growing religion in the world, with at least 10 million followers worldwide. 

In this book, we will explore the story of Santa Muerte and how she came to be the cult symbol and folk saint that she is today. We will discuss the influences of folk Catholicism on Santa Muerte and how many of her followers drew upon traditional religions to establish their own. We will also explore the practices of Santa Muerte followers and their shrines for the Lady of the Holy Death.
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Chapter One: Death as a Deity
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People worshiping death figures or deities is not new, and it existed long before Santa Muerte. From Hecate and Hades in Greek mythology to Anubis in ancient Egyptian mythology, civilizations have revered death for thousands of years. Santa Muerte is another in a long line of deities personifying death. According to some scholars, the most accurate translation is "Saint Death," which is a more relevant way to describe her as opposed to 'Holy Death.' This also shows the identity and place of Santa Muerte for many as a folk saint rather than merely death. In some rituals, she is referred to as Santisima Muerte, which translates to 'Most Saintly Death,' another peeve of evidence pointing to the venerated place she occupies in her devotees' lives. So, when has Santa Muerte appeared to affect many lives? While she has gained exponential popularity over the past couple of decades, she has actually been around for centuries. 

To trace the origins of Santisima Muerte, we have to go back in time to the Spanish conquest of the Aztec. True to the spirit of such conquests, the Spaniards attempted to convert the Aztec to Catholicism in the same way they did the Mayans and other civilizations conquered during those times. Naturally, there was resistance by the natives to embrace a new religion. The Spaniards tried to thwart that resistance by introducing the female grim reaper as an embodiment of death, but the locals already worshiped death in the form of male and female deities. 

Mictlantecuhtli was the Aztec God of death who ruled the underworld with his wife, the Goddess Mictecacíhuatl. In Aztec culture, those who died by drowning, childbirth, war, and some diseases had to make a four-year journey in the afterlife and go through arduous trials in the nine hells of the underworld (Mictlan). In the last hell, Mictlantecuhtli lived. Those weary souls would only find rest when they got there, and they would disappear and find rest after overcoming the trials. 

Mictecacíhuatl was quite literally known as the 'Lady of the Dead' and is the first citing of such a deity long before Santa Muerte. Her role was to preside over the festivals honoring the dead. She also guarded the bones of the dead. Today, some festivals date back to her, like Día de los Muertos, or day of the dead, which is a traditional Mexican festival held every year from October 31st to November 2nd. This is a practice that is derived from the Aztec civilization. The Catholic church even commemorated a celebration of its own, thereby observing its importance for the peoples of Latin American – All Souls Day, held on November 1st and 2nd. This was obviously done at a more tolerant time.

While much lore can be found about Mictlantecuhtli, there are fewer stories on his wife, the Lady of the Dead Mictecacíhuatl. Some tales say that she was sacrificed as an infant, not long after she was born, and then grew to become the Lady of the Dead. Together with her husband, they had power over the three types of souls that ended up in the underworld: those with heroic deaths, those with non-heroic deaths, and those with normal deaths. 

The myth surrounding them has many variations, each carrying an interesting tale. Some say that Mictlantecuhtli and Mictecacíhuatl had a role in creating new species as they collected the bones of the dead and returned them to the land of the living so that they could be restored and create new life. Most importantly, though, is Mictecacíhuatl's earlier representation in ancient cultures, which was in the form of a skeleton or a de-fleshed body. For the Aztec, Mictecacíhuatl had a skull for a face and saggy breasts, and she wore a skirt of serpents.

In the early 1500s, the Spaniards conquered the Aztecs, and traditional religious beliefs were forced to remain hidden. In the 1700s, the Spanish documented worship and veneration of the Lady of the Dead, though they couldn't find many of her followers. It took a few more centuries until the 1900s for Santa Muerte to make a comeback and enter many people's lives. During those years, there was little mention of Santa Muerte except in some official documents or by some historians. 

The evolution of Santa Muerte is fascinating to behold as some believe it is the result of mixing religions and cultural traditions. While the Spaniards conquered many countries and tried to force the spread of Catholicism, they were also smart about it. They didn't always uproot the existing religious beliefs but rather tried to blend with them, which is most likely what gave birth to Santa Muerte. She holds a scythe in some modern depictions, which shouldn't be surprising considering that her original inspiration was Mictecacíhuatl, goddess of the underworld. 

A few other scholars and followers have different theories as to the origins of Santa Muerte. They believe that Santa Muerte originated from the Yoruba traditions that were carried to the Caribbean by African slaves, not much unlike Cuban Santería or Haitian Vodou. One of the myths supporting this claim comes from an urban legend claiming Santa Muerte herself appeared before a healer in Veracruz in the nineteenth century. Veracruz is a Mexican state that has the most notable and ingrained Caribbean traditions in the country.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Symbolism 
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As mentioned earlier, saints are those who have died and were canonized by the Catholic Church. This, however, has not been the case for Santa Muerte. She is considered more of a folk saint who is believed to be holy due to her miracle work. However, it must be noted that Santa Muerte is not like an ordinary saint–someone who died and whose spirit is revered. She is not a dead human being but rather the personification of death itself. For many of her followers, Santa Muerte symbolizes a supernatural version of themselves, which is why she is revered as a folk saint. She is considered to be of the same social class and nationality, a symbol of their struggles and pains.

Some have even symbolized her scythe as a powerful weapon that destroys divisions based on gender, race, and social class. Her followers claim that the Bony Lady doesn't judge or discriminate, which is one of the reasons why many love her. She is associated with a safe path after death and protection and spiritual healing and financial well-being. The beauty of the Santa Muerte is that she is whatever her devotees want her to be, which is why many hold her in higher regard than other saints and religious figures. She is not just the goddess of death but also a hard-working folk saint who punishes the unjust and heals and provides for those in need. She is everything her followers need her to be.

To dive
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