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Respect and Continuity
The Arts ofDeath in a Border Communitl

This first essay deals very specifically with the border, both as a line of
demarcation and as a cultural region in its own right. Cemeteries in
Nogales, Arizona, are different from those in Nogales, Sonora. Yet they are
coming to resemble each other in important ways, as manifestations ofa border culture that partakes of but differs from the patterns to be found in the
heartlands of each of the two nations involved. Like all the traditions discussed in this book, the cemetery arts ofthese twin border cities are dynamic,
changing as the population changes, and as new possibilities arise.

____ _
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Introduction
Nogales, Arizona, and its twin city of Nogales, Sonora, lie along
the international border approximately 60 miles south of Tucson.
Founded in 1880, Ambos Nogales (Both Nogaleses), as the two cities
together are frequently called, comprises the most important border
community between El Paso/Ciudad Juarez to the east and Calexico/
Mexicali to the west. With an estimated population of 200,000,
Nogales, Sonora, is by far the larger of the two. Its rapid growth is
fueled by the various opportunities for personal advancement presented
by the inequalities of the two economic systems that meet along the
border. In addition to normal traffic of people and goods, there are the
maquiladoras (assembly plants) for U.S.-based manufacturing companies. These take advantage of the less stringent labor, insurance, and
pollution laws of Sonora, as well as the relatively cheap labor available
on the Mexican side of the line. 2 Although Nogales, Arizona, is much
smaller with an estimated 18,000 population, it, too, is growing, both
as an international trade center and as a Sun Belt residential site.
Nogales, Sonora, has had an influx of immigrants from many
regions of Mexico who bring with them their own traditions and
worldviews. Likewise, Nogales, Arizona, is constantly growing by the
arrival of individuals and families from many parts of the United States
who bring their own regional characteristics. So the cultural dynamic
of Ambos Nogales, perhaps like that of other border communities, is a
complex mixture of accommodation and polarization, of stability and
change. In each city a binational regional culture is constantly evolving
while being continually influenced by a wide variety of other regional
cultures from both nations.
A knowledge of this background is essential to understanding the
material presented in this essay. In the same manner as this region has
developed its own distinctive traditions of cookery, based on the historic importance of beef and wheat raising, as well as upon the traditional native crops of the region,3 so it has evolved its own ways of
dealing with that great inevitability, Death. But just as one finds
McDonald's Golden Arches in Nogales, Arizona, and Guadalajarastyle birria restaurants in Nogales, Sonora, so too are the national
approaches to death on both sides of the border modifying the broad
regional picture.
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Permanent Grave Decorations
In any cultural tradition, one frequently finds that creative activities center around certain foci. Death is such a focal point for many
Mexicans and Mexican Americans. It seems logical that a culture
which places such a strong emphasis on the family as does traditional
Mexican popular culture would evolve ways of expressing the importance of family members who are no longer living. This is indeed the
case. Perhaps the most dramatic expression of this concentration of arts
and traditions comes each year on el dia de los muertos (the Day of the
Dead) or All Souls' Day, November 2. As the connection between
death and traditional creativity is not limited to a single holiday, however, it is appropriate to begin with the cemeteries themselves and the
permanent markers which they contain. 4
There are four public cemeteries in Ambos Nogales. The Nogales
Cemetery on Bejarano Avenue in Nogales, Arizona, was established
around the turn of the century. The oldest cemetery in Nogales,
Sonora, is Pante6n Rosario, begun as a family cemetery in 1892 and
opened to the public in 1894. Panteon Nacional, situated like Rosario
close to the international border, was a military cemetery during the
Revolution and became public in the 1920s. It is the largest cemetery
in Nogales. Panteon Heroes, formerly a family burial plot, became
public in 1918. Now all three Sonoran cemeteries are seriously overcrowded, and the need for more space is a topic frequently discussed.
Meanwhile, Panteon los Cipreses, a private cemetery, has opened on a
hill above Panteon Nacional.
In all four cemeteries, locally made grave markers mingle with
those which have been imported from outside the area. Imported
markers, affordable only by wealthy families, give us an indication of
the ways in which people in Nogales have responded to nationally
changing fashions in grave markers. Some of the locally made markers
reflect these same stylistic currents. Thus, several older graves are surrounded by elaborate neogothic cast-iron fences which were made
around 1900 in foundries as far away as St. Louis, Missouri, and
Cleveland, Ohio. They were available throughout the United States by
mail order and were shipped to Nogales, Arizona, by railroad. There
are also locally made, wrought-iron fences, in which the imported style
is imitated to the best of the craftsman's ability.
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However, many grave markers don't seem to follow national fashions or styles in any way. These are folk monuments, similar to many
found in Mexican and Mexican American communities throughout
southern Arizona and northern Sonora. 5 They reflect the artistic tastes
and resources of the communities in which they were erected. They
come in two basic forms: the cross and the nicho, or free-standing
niche. This latter is designed to hold a sacred image and may take on a
wide variety of shapes. American-style tombstones with inscriptions
are found, to be sure, but are not as common as a visitor accustomed to
Protestant cemeteries in the eastern United States might expect. This
is a community of the image rather than of the word.
Most crosses are of metal and usually have a nameplate in the
center where the horizontal and vertical elements join. The shape of
the nameplates may vary widely, this being one area where traditional
creativity is often brought to bear on what is basically a simple formthe Latin cross. Information appearing on the nameplate is usually
restricted to the name of the deceased, his or her birth and death dates,
and some such formula as R.I.P. (Requiescat in Pace) or QE.P.D. {Que
en Paz Descanse)-Latin and Spanish respectively for "Rest in Peace."
Sometimes the family relationship of the person or persons erecting the
marker to the deceased will be added. Rarely does a funerary poem or
some other statement appear. Lettering is frequently elaborate and may
have been done either by a family member or a professional sign
painter.
The arms of the cross may end in some sort of finial decorationanother instance where a multitude of options is open to the craftsman.
The cross may be further embellished (and its stark angles obscured)
with decorative iron scrollwork. Filigree ornamental ironwork is a
long-established Mexican tradition with roots in colonial times and the
baroque age. Two outstanding examples of this work in early southern
Arizona are the eighteenth-century crosses on the dome and west
tower of the Mission San Xavier del Bac, just south of Tucson. Today,
this kind of work is done to order at a number of shops on both sides of
the border, as well as by private individuals with metalworking skills.
Local smiths also make the fences that surround many of the cemetery
plots in both Arizona and Sonora, as well as the rejas, or arrangements
of bars that appear over so many doors and windows in the area.
Blacksmith shops are not the only places where traditional grave
markers are produced. There are also marmolerias--shops where
monuments are cast from marmol, a white composition material. The
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marmo/eros (marmol craftsmen) specialize in a wide variety of nichos.
These may be quite simple or extremely elaborate. Perhaps the most
striking are the free-standing copies of church facades whose towers
can soar up to seven or eight feet in the air. The statue inside the
nicho usually represents some saint or member of the Holy Family to
whom the deceased had a special devotion. Sometimes the statue had
actually belonged to the person who now lies in the grave. The dead
person's rosary is often enclosed in the nicho or looped over the top of
the monument.
Permanent decorations on the graves are not restricted to the
markers. Many graves are delineated or outlined with a cement curb, or
covered with either mounded dirt or a slab of some sort. (The piles of
rocks which, in many rural Arizona cemeteries, serve to protect the
graves from coyotes and other predators seldom appear in these urban
cemeteries.) Graves may be surrounded by a wrought-iron fence with a
gate at one end. This fence provides yet another opportunity for the
decorative artist. The four corner posts of the fence may extend upward
to provide support for a corrugated metal or plastic roof over the grave.
These roofs, or techitos, are found mostly in graveyards in Nogales,
Sonora, and are a fairly recent introduction to the area. Finally, a very
few families on both sides of the border have erected small chapels or
mausoleums for their dead.
The setting in which all these graves appear deserves some mention. Public cemeteries in Ambos Nogales are surrounded by either
fences or walls and are provided with formal entrances, complete with
wrought-iron gates. Within the enclosure, the graves are arranged in
rows, all facing the same way. In contrast to many Catholic cemeteries
of southern Arizona, including Nogales, where the graves are arranged
with their heads to the west, the grave orientation varies in the Sonoran cemeteries. This is probably because two Sonoran cemeteries are
on fairly steep hillsides, which dictates the grave orientation in each
case. With the exception of parts of the Nogales, Arizona, cemetery,
there is no grassy expanse of the sort associated with the memorial
parks of the United States. Rather, bare earth is the rule, and planting
is left to individual families. Italian cypresses and irises are quite popular, as is a variety of vinca locally called cobre tumbas (it covers tombs).
Furthermore, these folk cemeteries are not static places. In the
first place, individual graves frequently change over time. Monuments,
once erected, may be replaced or augmented when the family can
afford the expense of something more elaborate. The walls of at least
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one Nogales, Sonora, marmoleria are hung with wrought-iron crosses
which were left there after being replaced by new, more elaborate cast
monuments. A grave may be marked with a simple wooden cross at
first, then over the years acquire a covering slab, a metal cross, fence,
and techito, and finally a composition monument. These additions are
usually made either on one of the deceased's anniversary dates or on All
Souls' Day. When the family of the deceased dies out or moves away,
the grave may fall into disrepair. In at least one Sonoran cemetery there
is a move afoot to level these abandoned monuments to make the much
needed space available to other families.
Much of the change that takes place in the cemeteries of Nogales
operates on an annual cycle centering around November 2, All Souls'
Day in the Roman Catholic calendar and The Day of the Dead-el dia
de los muertos--in Mexico.

All Souls' Day in Ambos Nogales
Casual Anglo American visitors to a Mexican or Mexican American graveyard during the summer rainy season might get the mistaken
impression that the cemetery is neglected and uncared for. This is seldom the case. In fact, cemetery maintenance patterns are not the same
as in the Anglo world. Although larger cemeteries may have a resident
caretaker, it is the job of the individual families to maintain their own
graves. Little attention is paid to weekly or even monthly care of
graves. The major effort for almost everyone is concentrated on the
days immediately preceding November 2.
All Souls' Day is the day on which the Catholic world remembers
and prays for its dead, many of whom, according to Catholic belief, are
in Purgatory and can be aided by the prayers of the living. This is the
holiday which forms much of the basis for the American Hallowe'en,
as well as for the Day of the Dead in central Mexico. The former celebration is almost totally secularized; the latter owes much of its nature
to pre-Hispanic, Indian heritages. The day prior to All Souls' Day in
the Roman calendar is All Saints' Day, when the saints, who have
already joined God in heaven, are remembered.
Mexican folk belief has elaborated this sequence of days. Nogales
residents have told me that October 30 is for people who died accidental deaths; October 31 is for unbaptized children; and November 1 for
angelitos and angelitas-baptized children who died while still at an age
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of innocence and who therefore are in the presence of God. Some say
that the original angelitos and angelitas remembered on this day are the
innocent children slaughtered by King Herod in his attempt to destroy
the infant Jesus. 6 November 2 is for adults.
El ilia de los muertos-the Day of the Dead as it is celebrated in
much of central and southern Mexico-involves a remarkable blending;
of Catholic and native beliefs and observances. In addition to honoring;
departed members of the family (frequendy in the belief that theyactu-ally come back and visit their graves or the scenes of their life on this:
day), many people approach the concept of death itself in an almost:
playful manner. Markets are filled with such items as candy skulls (com-·
plete with names) and small statues of skeletons engaged in such every-·
day acts as playing music, celebrating weddings (and funerals!), and
riding skeleton horses. Poets and artists participate in a long-standing;
tradition of preparing calaveras, "skulls." These are printed verses
accompanied by cartoons, satirizing the events, customs, and person-·
ages of the day by presenting them in skeleton form. The great Mexican
popular artist Jose Guadalupe Posada is perhaps best known for his:
calaveras satirizing Mexico City society of the early 1900s.1 Thus the
Day of the Dead in central Mexico is a true popular celebration como.
bining the sacred and secular realms and touching in one way or another
most of the societal groups and classes of contemporary Mexico.8
El dia de los muertos in Nogales is quite different. Traces of the
mainstream Mexican observances may be seen, to be sure, but most
have been recendy introduced to Nogales either by immigrants from
further south or by members of Nogales's intellectual community.
Local observances are focused much more on family continuity, with
lime attention being paid to death itsel£ Family members gather to
clean, refurbish, and decorate their family graves, and perhaps spend
some social time together with their dead. Recendy arrived families
who have no dead buried in Nogales may adopt one or more unmarked
or untended graves. 9 Although the final visual result of all the activity
is at its most striking on November 2, preparations begin long in
advance.
By September, the women who make paper-flower arrangements
for All Souls' Day are taking orders. One must have flowers with which
to decorate the graves; although cut flowers are used, they are far outnumbered by artificial ones. The most popular arrangement is a wreath
or corona, although sprays and crosses are also used. The most oldfashioned artificial flowers are made of paper.
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The entrance to the Pante6n Nacional, November 1, 1984. Stacks of sugar cane may
be seen to the right, along with paper coronas awaiting purchasers. The crowd entering the cemetery gives some notion of the volume of people who go to the cemeteries
just before All Souls' Day. The carts in the foreground contain paletas, or ice cream
bars. Photograph by James Griffith.

Working with tissue paper has been an important traditional
Mexican craft since colonial times. Yet little that has to do with the origins of Mexican folk customs is as simple as it seems. Elaborate paper
cut-outs in contemporary central Mexico seem to have pre-Columbian
antecedants. It does appear, however, that the roots of Mexican folk
colored tissue paper work lie in East Asia. The popular name for tissue
paper, papel de china (Chinese paper) may reflect the fact that the skills
involved in working with this sort of paper were brought across the
Pacific in colonial days from East Asia and the Philippine Islands. The
dictionary name for the paper is papel de seda (silk paper). It apparently
came to Mexico from the Orient via the annual treasure fleet and subsequently became a part of the national folk art repertoire. 1o
Although families on both sides of the border create their own
paper flowers, many part-time professional paper-flower makers are at
work, especially in Nogales, Sonora. It is difficult to estimate their
number. There must be well over a hundred working to order for florists and individual citizens or producing flowers and coronas to sell at
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the cemeteries. Nor is the activity restricted to Nogales residents.
Craftswomen from as far away as Santa Ana, Sonora, some eighty
miles south of the border, sell paper coronas through Nogales florist
shops or at the gates of the cemeteries themselves.
Individuals ordering wreaths may choose the color of flowers
according to the gender of the person for whom the wreath is intended.
Pastels and white were mentioned by some informants as being suitable
colors for women, while strong blues and purples were considered
appropriate for men.
At the same time that the paper-flower makers are at work, professional florists on both sides of the border are beginning to assemble
coronas, sprays, and crosses of commercially manufactured artificial
flowers. Made of silk or plastic, most of these come to Nogales from
Southeast Asia via the United States. Although the flowers and greenery are factory made, the arrangements are done by hand, reflecting
the tastes of both the people who assemble them and those who purchase them.
Other activities slowly gain momentum during the second half of
October. About 40 miles south of Nogales, in the area between fmuris
and San Ignacio, Sonora, fields of flowers are slowly maturing. They
are planted in the spring with All Souls' Day in mind and after being
picked will be shipped as far away as Nogales, Hermosillo, and Ciudad
Obregon, the latter about 300 miles distant. Picking starts towards the
end of October; in 1984, the last flower fields were cleared by October
31. By then trucks could be seen parked near the cemeteries of
Nogales, Sonora, with bunches of white and yellow blossoms for sale.
By far the most common flowers grown for this purpose are the zempasuchiles (yellow marigolds). The name is from the Aztec language,
and the flowers have been used for offerings for the dead for time out
of mind in Mexico.u
Activity at all the cemeteries increases from October 30 through
November 2. People arrive and clean and refurbish their family graves.
Some will sit quietly for a while by the graves. Other individuals provide goods and services. Small boys compete to be hired to clean the
graves. Outside the gates, vendors (a small village of them at the
Pante6n Nacional) set up stands to sell all sorts of traditional foods.
Sugar cane seems especially appropriate for this darit was featured
prominently on the Mexico City-style altar that was erected by a local
baker to show me how things were done in his home region. Coronas,
cut flowers, and ready-made wrought-iron crosses are all available for
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purchase at the cemetery entrance. Here is a description of the Pante6n
Nacional from my field journal for November 1, 1984.
A lot of action was going on inside the cemetery. Hundreds of people were there, cleaning, repainting, mounding
earth, scrubbing slabs, applying flowers. One man was chiselling something off one tomb, while another was lettering a
nameplate which has recently been painted black over light
blue. "Ricardo" was as far as he had gotten when I watched
him. He was seated on a grave slab, holding the 12" by 16"
metal plate in one hand while with the other he painted blue
block letters.
The central pathway was the scene of a steady procession towards and away from the gate. Men and women were
carrying shovels, brooms, hoes, coronas and crosses,
bunches and pots of real flowers, paint buckets and brushes,
pails and tin cans and plastic milk jugs of water. Small boys
chased each other, carried pails of water, and offered their
services cleaning graves. A balloon vendor strolled through
the cemetery. People visited, worked, ate sugar cane and
corn on the cob, drank sodas. There was little noise--no
radios, no musicians-except for the loudspeaker of a car in
the street advertising the headlines of a local newspaper,
which involved a drug killing in Calle Buenos Aires. Outside the gates, vendors sold sodas, carne asada (grilled beef),
corn on the cob, churros (sugar-coated, fried dough strips),
yellow and white flowers, home-made paper wreaths. Small
groups of people walked up the road from town, some carrying wreaths and flowers ... past the blacksmith shop
where men were welding in the yard and newly painted
wrought-iron crosses shone black in the afternoon sun, past
the dusty marmolerias where composition grave markers
were being made, past the rows of trucks from Imuris and
La Mesa, each bearing its owner's name and home town
painted in elegant, shaded letters on the door, each backed
to the street to display white margaritas, yellow zempasuchiles, and coronas of home-made paper flowers. And
this, I was told, was nothing compared to the crowds that
would be here tomorrow on November 2, el mero dia de los
muertos.

A double grave decorated with cut flowers, Panteon Nacional, Nogales, Sonora,
November, 1989. The statue represents the Sacred Heart ofJesus. In addition to the
coronas on the crosses, the spray to the left, and the flowers in tin cans, there is a row of
zempasuchiles around the edge of the curb. Curb, statue, and crosses appear to have
been repainted for the occasion. Photograph by David Burkhalter.
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Public cemeteries of Nogales, Sonora, are comparatively empty of
the living by November 3, but they show evidence of the intense activity of the previous days. Graves have been weeded, raked, swept,
washed, and cleaned. New markers are evident; others have been
repainted. Iron crosses and fences glisten with new coats of black,
white, or even bright blue paint. Holy statues have been repainted in
brilliant, lifelike colors or in a solid wash of some bright shade. Stakes
have been driven at the four corners of some graves, and multicolored
ribbons are woven around and around the perimeter thus formed. Cut
flowers are in profuse evidence-some in built-in containers on the
tombs; others in tin cans; still others are laid in rows on the graves.
Here a grave is covered with yellow zempasuchil petals, with a cross of
whole blossoms in the center. There the bare, mounded earth has been
raked, swept, and dampened as a background for the owner's initials,
formed with orange-yellow blossoms. At yet another grave a simple
cross of plumber's pipe has a zempasuchil stuffed into each of its three
ends. All these natural colors mingle with the brilliant paper, ribbon,
silk, and plastic of the coronas and other arrangements of artificial
flowers. Crosses and other monuments are festooned with coronas
which range from one to three feet in diameter. Another grave has its
techito and supporting fence covered with large paper flowers of every
imaginable color. And if each separate grave presents a riot of color, the
total effect has to be seen to be believed.
The profusion of independent detail, the color and intensity of the
scene match perfectly the diversity of the activity that preceded it. The
aesthetic impulse behind the scene seems to reflect the spirit of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries much more than it does any contemporary fashion. Profusion of detail; richness and complexity of color,
form, and meaning; a fascination with miniaturization, movement real
and implied, and dramatic contrast-all these remind the viewer that
the people of Mexico have not yet abandoned the baroque style that
served them so well in the days when Mexico was New SpainP
One of the pitfalls open to an outside observer of any cultural
event is the assumption that what was going on at the time of one's
visit represents some sort of norm, that things have been this way forever, and that any change will represent a departure from "the way
things are." Of course this is not and never has been the case. What I
was able to see and experience in Nogales during my brief visits in
1983, 1984, and 1985 was simply a superficial view of one stage in a
continuous process of change. Things were undoubtedly different in
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1974, and they will be different again in 1994. I shall now discuss some
of the changes that seem to be taking place in the traditions clustering
around death in Ambos Nogales.

Impulses from the South
I have mentioned that the Day of the Dead is celebrated very differently in central and southern Mexico than it is in Nogales, Sonora.
As Nogales grows as a border town, many individuals from those two
regions move in, bringing their cultural traditions with them. For
example, Ignacio Castaneda Estrada, a professional baker, moved from
the central Mexico area to Nogales in the mid-1960s. Establishing his
bakery, La Panaderia Catedraf (The Cathedral Bakery), he proceeded to
bake the breads which in central Mexico were appropriate to the various seasons. There is a long-standing tradition associated with el dia de
los muertos of baking pan de muerto, or "dead man's bread." This is a
special, rich bread which is used both for feasting and for placing as
offerings on altars to the dead.
Sr. Castaneda's pan de muerto is a very rich egg bread with sugar
and cinnamon sprinkled on top. He forms it into round, rectangular,
cruciform, or human-shaped loaves, with small dough "bones"
arranged on top. As Sr. Castaneda tells the story, the first year he displayed his pan de muerto in Nogales, people who came into his bakery
wanted to know what it was. The custom was unknown at the time in
Nogales, at least among his clientele. Now, due perhaps to a combination of his efforts and continuing immigration from further south, he
makes and sells pan de muerto in considerable quantity. In 1984, in
addition to stocking his bakery shelves with pan de muerto, he sent his
son into the nearby streets with more, displayed in a glass-sided bread
box mounted on a large tricycle. In a typically Mexican play on words
and ideas, the name of the mobile bread-vending unit (which belonged
to the Panaderia Catedral) was fa capilla, "the chapel."
At least one other baker was producing pan de muerto in 1984.
Round, egg-glazed loaves with a molded dove shape on top were
being sold from a cart at the entrance to the Pante6n Nacional on
November 2.
It was Sr. Castaneda who assembled what he described as a typical
Mexico City-style ofrenda (altar to the dead) for me to see and photograph. An ofrenda of this sort features candles, candy skulls with names
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(presumably those of the family's deceased) on them, pan de muerto,
zempazuchiles, and sugar cane. I heard of at least two similar ofrend as
being planned for November 2, 1984. Both were to be sponsored by
members of the intellectual community of Nogales, Sonora; one was
scheduled to be erected in an experimental theater. I was unable to visit
either of these ofrendas so cannot say whether they were erected.
Members of this same intellectual community, many of whom are
also involved in one way or another with radical politics, are perpetuating yet another mainstream Day of the Dead custom-the political
calaveras with their cartoons and satirical verses. The calaveras I saw in
Nogales, Sonora, in 1984 were accusatory rather than satirical and were
directed at corrupt politicians, brutal police, and similar institutional
targets. They were published anonymously.
These are the major ways in which the classic Day of the Dead
observances of mainstream Mexico are present in Nogales, Sonora.
There are other ways as well. For instance, a couple was selling model
houses outside the gates of the Pante6n Nacional on November 2,
1984. These were made in the region around Guadalajara and are said
to be popular additions to grave decorations in that part of Mexico. A
small number were purchased and brought to Nogales to see if they
would sell. As far as I could determine, they did not.
Immigration from elsewhere in the Republic and a desire on the
part of the intellectual community to participate in what it perceives to
be a uniquely Mexican institution: these are the two major means by
which Day of the Dead observances in Nogales, Sonora, seem to be
coming closer to those of mainstream Mexico. At the same time, other
influences are arriving from the north. It is to these that I now turn in
order to round out the picture of the traditional arts associated with
Death in Ambos Nogales.

Impulses from the North
In much of our discussion so far I have concentrated on Nogales,
Sonora. However, Ambos Nogales is a border community, with cities
both in Mexico and the United States. What goes on in Arizona and
how is it different from the Sonoran observances? In the first place, the
apparent religious uniformity of Sonora's cemeteries does not hold true
across the line. The Nogales, Arizona, cemetery has a section dedicated
to that community's long-established Jewish population. (The founder
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of Nogales, Arizona, was a Russian Jew named Jacob Isaacson, and
Jewish merchant families have always played a prominent role here as
in other border communities.) A large boulder cut through with the
Star of David stands at one corner of the grassy plot, and the individual
graves are marked with small, flush-to-the-ground slabs.
There is no formal Protestant section in the main cemetery, but
several monuments follow Protestant traditions of eschewing such
directly religious visual imagery as crosses and representations of God,
the Holy Family, or the saints. A greater number of engraved tombstones are found here than in Sonora. On the other hand, the epitaphs
and funerary poems of the Anglo American nineteenth century are few
and far between. So are their contemporary counterparts, gravestones
engraved with pictures illustrating the occupation or hobbies of the
deceased. This is in contrast to other southern Arizona cemeteries,
where I have found stones bearing pictures of cowboys at work, bulldozers in operation, hunting scenes, and even a customized HarleyDavidson motorcycle!13
Among the few local examples of these mainstream Anglo American approaches to funerary monuments are the following. One stone
bears the inscription "KILLED WHILE TRANSPORTING CONTRABAND. IN
WHAT FOREIGN SKIES DO YOU NOW FLY AMIGO?" This is almost the only
reminder in this cemetery that the traditional, stereotypical violence of
the western borderlands is not only historically real but still part of life.
Another grave, whose Scandinavian-surnamed owner was a non-commissioned officer in the U.S. Army, features a realistic-looking pair of
free-standing, sculpted cowboy boots.
Wrought-iron crosses and fences are in great evidence in Nogales,
Arizona. Most are in the same baroque style as those of Nogales,
Sonora. An occasional piece, however, suggests that additional, more
modern models were and are available to customers and craftsmen in
Arizona.
The intensity and general flavor of All Souls' Day as celebrated in
Nogales, Arizona, is different from the scene in Sonora. Professional
florists prepare and sell coronas of plastic flowers, just as the florists do
in Sonora. However, the colors seem more restrained in the shops on
the Arizona side of the line. (Artificial coronas of all kinds are taken
across the border in both directions.) Arizona families make coronas of
paper flowers as well as of such contemporary materials as styrofoam
egg cartons and plastic six-pack holders. Some grow their own marigolds for the occasion or decorate their graves with potted marigolds

28

A Shared Space

which they will later plant. The great profusion of cut blossoms on
some graves in Sonora is not duplicated on the Arizona side. Lacking,
too, is the commercial activity at the entrance to the cemetery that is so
striking at the Panteon Nacional. In fact, activity of all kinds is decidedly muted in Arizona.
Moreover, in Nogales, Arizona, the Catholic Church played a
greater formal role in public observances than it seemed to in Sonora.
Mter dark on the evening of November 2, a procession marched from
the Sacred Heart Parish Church to the cemetery, several blocks away.
The procession consisted of about 35 people with candles, led by the
parish priest and three altar boys. They were joined in the cemetery by
many more people, and Mass was said to a congregation of well over
one hundred. This is a standard Catholic practice in many communities; it was revived in 1984 in Nogales, Arizona, after having been
allowed to die out a few years before.
Another public observance was under consideration for the next
year. Plans were being made to organize a procession of children, each
dressed as a favorite or patron saint. The children would go from house
to house, asking for donations of canned and preserved food for the
needy. This was considered to be a revival of an old custom, proposed
as an alternative to the totally secularized Trick-or-Treat Hallowe'en
activities of mainstream Anglo America.

Conclusion
So it is that the inevitability of death as a separator of family
members serves as the focus for a great deal of traditional creative
activity in the border community of Ambos Nogales. Family dead are
remembered through a partnership between patron and craftsperson,
each functioning as a bearer of tradition. Families create a social event
around the Catholic holiday of All Souls' Day, honoring and remembering their dead. Professional and amateur craftspeople create vast
quantities of artificial floral arrangements. Graves are cleaned and decorated. And the result of all this activity is a series of scenes of striking
beauty which can be-and are-shared by a much wider community.
But as in the case of much folk art, the tangible, photographable
results, impressive though they may be to outsiders such as myself, are
really not what is of paramount importance here. That so much beauty
is created and available to all who come by is indeed exciting and
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should be given due notice. The objects and their creators deserve our
respect and understanding. But the visitor should keep in mind that
these arts would flourish if no outsiders ever came to the cemeteries of
Nogales. What I have been describing in the course of this essay is
really nothing more or less than a complex act of keeping faith. Keeping faith with departed family members; keeping faith with the great
baroque impulses of the colonial period; keeping faith with that complex amalgam of cultural traditions and ideas of both American and
European origin that is contemporary Mexico.
There is nothing antiquarian about these arts, these scenes. They
are constandy changing. In 1984, six-pack rings and egg cartons provided raw materials for some makers of artificial flowers. A few years
later, flowers were made of colored plastic shopping bags. Who knows
what contemporary objects will be recycled as floral offerings in the
year 2000? The superficial materials keep changing and will continue
to do so. But it is my hope that the vital impulse to celebrate family
continuity and to express a cultural heritage will persevere as it has for
so many years.

Appendix
The Grave Markers ofAmbos
Nogales: Patterns and Variations
The four public cemeteries of Ambos Nogales contain thousands
of grave markers, many of which are complex assemblages involving a
number of elements. This is neither the time nor the place for a definitive statement concerning them and the various art styles and time
periods they represent. However, the following impressions may serve
to indicate some of the patterns which impressed this viewer over the
course of several visits.

Crosses
Most crosses are of wood or metal, although some have been cast
from cement or marmol. The wooden crosses are often formed of two
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sticks nailed together and are the simplest, least expensive form of
grave marker used. Metal crosses may be of pipe or wrought iron.
Most all are Latin crosses; that is to say the vertical member is longer
than the horizontal one. A sheet-metal nameplate is often attached to
the center of the cross. Common shapes for nameplates include
squares, rectangles, circles, lozenges, and stars. I have found a few sixpointed stars on both sides of the border; they are probably simply
stars rather than Stars of David, as most do not have the correct orientation for the Jewish symbol. The Sacred Heart of Jesus and other
heart forms also appear as name plates. A few older plates have pairs
of doves cut out of their upper edges. These frequently appear on children's graves.
The arms of the crosses often end in decorative finials. Wroughtiron crosses usually have the ends of their arms worked into decorative
finial patterns. Flattened points are popular, as are ends where the iron
bar has been split into two or three points, with the outer points curled
back. Finally, decorative ftligree metal work may appear on and
between the arms of the crosses. Although this work appears to have
the potential for an almost infinite variety of patterns, in reality a small
basic repertoire of shapes is used. These include straight bars, straight
spiral bars, C curves, and S curves.

Nichos
Nichos appear in a bewildering variety. The simplest are made of
concrete, probably by the family or friends of the deceased. They often
consist of arches with rear walls. Those made at the local marmolerias
may feature pointed arches or may be extremely angular in shape. Most
elaborate of all are the miniature church facades and the neoclassic
domes held up by rings of columns. These are frequently part of a
larger ensemble, with a slab over the grave, a nameplate, often in the
shape of a book (a motif, sometimes called in English "the Book of
Life," that may have been borrowed from the Protestant world), and
perhaps component flower containers. With many of these more elaborate monuments, as with the large, forward-curving crosses which are
produced by the same marmolerias, we are moving away from folk
styles in the direction of a contemporary, nationwide, middle-class
fashion. Any nicho, no matter how elaborate or simple, may have a
wrought-iron grille or gate protecting the statue within.
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Curbs, Slabs, and Fences
Many graves are set off in some way from the ground about them
The earth is mounded over them, or they may be surrounded by a
cement curb, or covered by a slab. These slabs, or bOvedas, may be flat
or arched. It has been suggested that the b6veda is a twentieth-century
development from a large, box-like mausoleum, which appears on
many of the graves from the end of the last century in Pante6n Rosario. 14 One mausoleum in the Pante6n Rosario is a box-like affair fully
two feet high. It has a vase at each corner and is incised on the sides
with Gothic-arched doors and windows, making it resemble a church
building.
There is frequendy some permanent provision for placing cut
flowers; this may be in the form of vases built on the slab or holes
(often lined with tin cans) cut into it. A nameplate is often a feature of
the slab, sometimes in the form of an open book.
Many graves are surrounded by fences. With older graves, these
are quite often cast-iron fences which were made elsewhere and were
purchased through mail order. The wrought-iron fences provide yet
another setting for baroque, curved ironwork. Once again, a surprising
variety of patterns develop from a very few basic shapes.

Recycling
Visitors to Nogales's cemeteries are constandy confronted with
ordinary materials which have been recycled into use as grave decorations. Most commonly, a cross has been made of four pieces of
plumber's pipe joined at the center with a four-way joint. One such
cross in the Pante6n Nacional has a name plate made from the lid of a
gallon paint can. Cross and lid have been painted silver. The finials of
many of these pipe crosses are themselves recycled objects. I have seen
doorknobs, oil cans, and the finials from curtain rods used for this purpose. Ready-made screen doors often are provided with S curve strips
of thin metal as decorations along the horizontal center divider; these
are occasionally used to decorate metal cemetery crosses.
Finally, some ephemeral decorations placed on the graves may be
made of recycled materials. I have seen flowers with petals made of
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aluminum tabs from drink cans and with bottlecap centers. Wreaths of
artificial daisies made from plastic soda straws are sold at cemetery
entrances as the Day approaches. And I have also seen plastic six-pack
rings used for coronas. Among the most fascinating of these artificial
flowers are the several varieties which are reproduced by cutting up and
reassembling bits of molded styrofoam egg cartons.

Artificial Flowers
One professional paper-flower maker whom I interviewed takes
orders in September, starts to work about September 25, and is finished by October 15. In 1984 she made about 40 arrangements, both
coronas and ramas (branches). She makes flat, daisy-like flowers using
a metal stamp and forms other blossoms from tissue paper by means of
a number of techniques. The stems are sticks wrapped in green paper,
while the leaves are cut out of paper, painted green, and dipped in
melted wax after drying. A rama in 1984 cost slightly less than S5.00
U.S. Several different flower varieties were represented in each
arrangement.
This is not unusual; another craftswoman I visited told me that
she knew how to reproduce 16 different kinds of flowers, while a third
distinguishes five different stages of rose blooms alone! It took this
woman less than five minutes to go from a sheet of red paper to a finished, partly opened rose. This artist produces a greater volume of
coronas than does the first woman I mentioned, and sells to customers
as far away as California and Texas. Her prices are somewhat higher
than those quoted above.
Each florist shop that produces and sells plastic flower coronas
appears to have a readily identifiable style. These styles are partly
defined by color combinations and partly by the use of ribbon twists
(locally called picos, "beaks") and bows which alternate with the artificial flowers. When I visited cemeteries on November 3, 1984, after a
week of visiting and photographing in florist shops, I had no trouble
identifying the individual sources of most plastic coronas I found there.
At least one of the larger florist shops also sells individual artificial
flowers, greenery, and styrofoam rings to those who wish to assemble
their own coronas.
Most of the florists I visited use styrofoam rings as bases for their
wreaths. One man who operates a temporary booth near the entrance
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to the Pante6n Rosario assembles coronas on foundation rings of
wrapped wood fiber. Many paper-flower makers use bent wire coat
hangers as foundations for their coronas.

Color
Even after the artificial flowers of early November have faded in
the sunlight, the cemeteries of Ambos Nogales remain colorful places.
To be sure, the predominant color is the glaring white of the marmol
used in the cast monuments. An occasional exception, in yellow or
blue, provides an accent of color. Most of the wrought iron is painted a
glossy black. Here and there, however, white or even bright blue has
been used for fences and crosses. Saints' statues are often painted in
bright but naturalistic colors, or they can also be given a single, brilliant
shade. Markers and fences for children's graves can be blue or pink,
according to the familiar color code. And there is always the possibility
that a cement slab or monument will be inlaid with colored tiles,
stones, or even bits of colored glass.

