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 Mindless, terrifying, ravenous monsters who come back from the dead yet cannot die, 

zombies have been an immensely popular staple of pulp fiction, comic books and films in the 

United States and other parts of the world for almost 100 years. Although it had its origins in 

aspects of Haitian voodoo practices with ancient African roots, the figure of the zombie as we 

know it today “belongs firmly to modern times” (Kendall 9) — making its way into the U.S. 

imagination via travel books such as William Seabrooks‟s The Magic Island (1929) and short 

stories at the beginning of the 20th century. It was the emergent medium of film, however, that 

cemented the zombie‟s iconic status, starting with the 1932 Hollywood production of White 

Zombie. Since then, a myriad other films, comic books, video games and other genre have helped 

to consolidate the zombie among fans of horror stories. Such fascination remains even today: the 

Marvel Zombies have become one of the comics giant‟s most popular franchises since their 

debut in 2005 (Kendall 179); the television series The Walking Dead (based on a comic book 

series of the same name and debuting in 2010) is one of the top cable shows in the United States 

today; and there are numerous zombie fan clubs and websites prowling the virtual world of the 

Internet.  

For Mimi Sheller, the way zombies have been adapted by Western writers, artists, and the 

movie industry is evidence of the process of “stereotyping and „othering‟ of Haiti and the 

Caribbean” (146). Despite this valid criticism, zombies could also be interpreted as a fluid 

cultural text that, through constant borrowings, adaptations, and “reincarnations,” offers the 
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possibility of productive postmodern and postcolonial readings. One such example is George 

Romero‟s film Dawn of the Dead (1978), which is set in a shopping mall and has been read as a 

satire of consumer society (Kay 49). The same can be said of a more recent iteration of the 

zombie narrative: El Muerto, a comic book series created by California-based Latino artist Javier 

Hernandez. First appearing in 1998 in a Xeroxed edition and turned into a feature film in 2007, 

El Muerto tells the story of Juan Diego de la Muerte, a contemporary young Mexican-American 

living in California whose life is claimed by Aztec gods one Day of the Dead and returned to 

Earth as an undead, ghoulish-looking, and utterly confused creature. While El Muerto borrows 

elements from the Westernized tradition of zombie comics and films referenced above — 

repulsive appearance, superhuman strength, and status as a social outcast — there are important 

differences and nuances in Hernandez‟s construction of his “Aztec Zombie” (as the comic book 

series is also known). Whether in movies, comics, or video games, zombies typically appear as 

faceless masses that “crawl and stagger into oblivion” (Kendall 9). El Muerto, on the other hand, 

is a highly individualized character and protagonist with a complex spiritual life — one of a few 

zombie stories that feature a “cursed hero who must struggle to free himself from his fate” 

(Kendall 9). Zombies are also agents of destruction, flesh eaters who serve as metaphors of the 

loss of humanity and moral boundaries (Kay 72). Conversely, El Muerto fights off attempts by 

the god Mictlantecuhtli to turn him into the “grimmest reaper of all time” (Hernandez, El 

Muerto: The Aztec Zombie) and uses his newfound powers to save lives and defeat various 

villains.  

Aside from its unique construction as an individualized and heroic zombie character, El 

Muerto represents an important addition to the many contributions made by Latino artists to the 

zombie genre over the decades — including, most notably, the films Santo vs. the Zombies 
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(1962); Night of the Living Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), and 

many other movies written and directed by the “father” of cult zombie cinema, George Romero, 

who “forever redefined what it means to be a zombie” (Kay 49); and Robert Rodríguez‟s Planet 

Terror (2007). There are other aspects of El Muerto, however, that make them worthy of further 

analysis — because, as Frederick Aldama has proposed in his path-breaking study Your Brain on 

Latino Comics, comic books can complicate “characters and storyworlds in how they present 

values” [as well as] different aspects of our [in this case Latino/a] identities and experiences” 

(21). For example, the El Muerto comic books and film create a Latino superhero — a rarity 

even as ethnic comics are experiencing their golden age in the 21
st
 century (Aldama 5). They are 

also purposeful and proud in showing, exalting, and defending positive aspects of Latino/a 

culture and identity, such as Mexican-Americans‟ Indigenous heritage and the Day of the Dead 

celebration. Additionally, the comics and the film portray religion and spirituality as the result of 

syncretism and hybridity, rather than strictly good versus evil or Christian versus non-Christian 

binaries. Finally, they manage to put into play complex and relevant discourses of power that are 

tied to ethnic/cultural identity and/or spirituality: conflicting relations between Indigenous, 

European, and U.S. Latino/a perspectives on the one hand, and the confrontation between racist 

Anglos and U.S. Latinos/as on the other. The protagonist of the comic books and the film, 

Diego/El Muerto, also contributes to their deep narrative and discursive layering. He appears as a 

morally grounded character through the stories, even as he deals with his twisted and uncertain 

fate, thus providing a counter-discourse to stereotypical, distorted, and negative representations 

of Latinos/as in U.S. popular culture. Furthermore, Diego/El Muerto‟s identity markers are not 

fixed, but fluid, constantly evolving and moving along cultural and geographical borders. 
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Informed by the previous considerations, I posit that El Muerto is a truly hybrid Latino 

superhero/antihero who challenges and problematizes notions of nationhood, identity, spirituality, 

and power relations with postcolonial undertones. I propose a study that employs concepts from 

cultural and postcolonial studies, anchored in both textual and visual analysis of the comic books 

and the film as complementary cultural products useful to explore Latino/a representation and 

identity discourses. It will be organized following the three key themes outlined in the above-

referenced research argument: hybrid concepts of identity and nationhood, spirituality, and 

power struggles. 

Unearthing El Muerto 

Before delving into the study of El Muerto, let us first review the texts analyzed in this 

essay and their particular conditions of production and circulation as cultural products. In 

addition to the 1998 original, photocopied issue of El Muerto, Hernandez has produced four 

collections featuring this character, all published and distributed independently by Los Comex: 

El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie (2002), El Muerto Mishmash (2004), Dead and Confused Part 

(2008), and Weapon Tex-Mex vs. El Muerto (2011). Additionally, a short comic, The Mark of 

Mictlantecuhtli (2007) was published in conjunction with the DVD release of the film and 

included in the case. Although the stories presented in these comics do not always follow a linear 

narrative structure, their general plot is fairly stable. As the story goes, Juan Diego de la Muerte 

is a young, struggling Mexican-American comic book artist living in the Los Angeles area (the 

autobiographical similarities with Hernandez are obvious from the very beginning). On his 21
st
 

birthday, Diego is involved in a car accident on his way to a Day of the Dead party and presumed 

dead as his body is never found. He awakens in Mictlan (the Aztec underworld) in the company 

of Mictlantecuhtli and Tezcatlipoca, gods that are associated with death and fate (Pohl and Lyons 
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34; Brundage 85). He is sacrificed and his heart is taking out — an act that would make Diego 

Mictlantecuhtli‟s surrogate in modern times as the deity plans to regain power over the world. 

However, on Tezcatlipoca‟s insistence that Diego shouldn‟t be cast “into the merciless shadows” 

but should be “tested” in another way (El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie), he is returned to Earth as a 

zombie, exactly one year after his “death” — cursed to forever look like the undead mariachi he 

was dressed up as for the Day of the Dead party he never attended (See Fig. 1). After he is back 

in California, Diego puts on a disguise to hide his new appearance and decides to travel to 

Mexico to find a curandero who might be able to help rid him of his curse, engaging in a series 

of adventures as he journeys through the borderlands.  

 
 

Fig. 1. Wilmer Valderrama (left) dressed up as El Muerto on the film‟s set, next to comic book 

author Javier Hernandez, who also appears in the movie. Photo provided by Javier Hernandez. 
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While based on Hernandez‟s comic book character and the basic premise of Diego‟s 

transformation into a zombie by Indigenous deities, the 1997 independent film adaptation El 

Muerto: The Dead One, adds a variety of elements not present in the comics — such as making 

Diego an undocumented immigrant who crossed the border into the United States as a child 

helped by an old Indian shaman. Directed by Brian Cox and starring Wilmer Valderrama as 

Diego — in addition to well-known Latin American actresses Angie Cepeda as his girlfriend 

María, and María Conchita Alonso as a nun — the movie also conforms to cinematic narrative 

tradition by conjuring up a resolution to Diego‟s struggle with the Aztec gods who torment him 

and try to control his actions. This ending involves a confrontation between Diego and a blind 

old woman possessed by Tezcatlipoca, who instructs the young man to sacrifice María (a direct 

blood descendant of Spanish missionaries) as part of the deity‟s bid to avenge the Aztecs‟ defeat 

at the hand of European invaders. Powered by true love that turns out to be stronger than his 

ancient bloodline‟s calling, Diego refuses to carry out the sacrifice and kills the old woman 

instead. This narrative resolution, however, does not equate to a Hollywood happy ending: Diego 

is still cursed, forced to live as an undead freak among the living, much like in the comics. Pascal 

Lefévere has referred to the inevitable difference between comic books and their film adaptations, 

as scriptwriters often find it necessary to “rewrite the story” so that it works for a medium (film) 

that is fundamentally different from comics in format, artistic language, duration, distribution in 

the marketplace, and mode of engagement with audiences (12). While they deal with the same 

character and basic storyline, it is important to keep in mind that comic books and films need to 

be considered and analyzed according to their own particular aesthetics and the responses they 

elicit from readers/viewers (Aldama 5-6). 

 



 

Hispanet Journal 4 (December 2011) 

Espinoza-Quesada 7 

Hybrid Identities, Transnational Experiences 

Hybridity is an ever-present reality in the world of El Muerto, beginning with the two 

different media (comics and film) in which Hernandez‟s story of the Aztec zombie has been 

inscribed and made to circulate. This hybrid nature is especially poignant in the original comic 

book format, since this form offers “the unique possibility of engaging audiences and redirecting 

their perspectives on reality through a particular interplay of verbal and visual elements” 

(Aldama 19). Hybridity, however, does not simply refer to the bringing together of two 

seemingly dissimilar or opposing elements or cultural realities. Postcolonial scholars such as 

Homi Bhabha have indicated that the concept of hybridity also applies to the creation of 

something new out of difference, a third way or a “Third Space” that is not of the center or of the 

periphery, “but a space that, lying as it does in both, negates the possibility of such dualisms 

(Sharp 132). 

As a comic book superhero, El Muerto is by definition already a hybrid creature. Mila 

Bongco describes superheroes as “endowed with a dual identity being simultaneously a super-

power while also being „one of us‟” (14). With his super-strength, power to bring the dead back 

to life, and his use of these skills for good, El Muerto certainly meets the qualifications of the 

traditional superhero summarized by Bongco. Furthermore, the protagonist‟s name — Diego de 

la Muerte — and his black costume immediately refers us intertextually to the archetypal U.S. 

Latino hero, Zorro, whose unmasked persona bore the name Diego de la Vega. Hybridity, 

however, runs much deeper with this character. El Muerto is ethnically and culturally mixed, 

sharing at once elements of Indigenous and European heritage, as well as Mexican and American 

identity; and in his inextricable duality as Diego and El Muerto, he is both a human and a 

monster, alive and dead, neither of this world nor of the underworld. Furthermore, the 
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complicated nature of the El Muerto character reveals him as a superhero who also shares the 

traits of the antihero — rather than less-nuanced, all-around likable heroes such as Superman. 

According to Harold Lubin, the antihero replaced the tragic hero in 20
th

 century narratives, 

“exposing the incongruity of the heroic stance in a non-heroic world. The anti-hero may be 

heroic and — even noble — in behavior, but his heroism is quixotic or desperate. He is a rebel, 

an outsider” (311). As we can glean from Lubin‟s explanation, being an antihero (even one who 

bears the appearance of a monster) does not negate heroism and humanity, as is the case with El 

Muerto. In Mark of Mictlantecuhtli, Diego (after having fought off intruders who attempted to 

vandalize his friend Marc‟s tattoo shop), reflects on his “curse” as he walks down a dark alley in 

the middle of the night, a hideous outcast vanished from the light of the day and the company of 

his loved ones and friends: “I‟ll fight to get the God of Death off my back, and rejoin the living 

once again. When it really is my turn to die, I‟ll accept my fate. But until then, I want to walk 

amongst the living… truly alive” (7). As a character, El Muerto also follows in the tradition of 

contemporary comic book superhero types that first emerged in the 1970s — monsters, literally 

speaking, such as The Hulk, who, “[f]ar from any traditional heroic ideal … reflected an almost 

nihilistic sense of individuals who confront chaos on its own terms” (Wright 168). 

 More importantly, hybridity operates in El Muerto as a form of cultural resistance. 

While most American superhero characters have been written “to fulfill expectations associated 

with the melting pot metaphor” (Smith 130), Hernandez challenges this process of complete 

assimilation by emphasizing Mexican and Mexican-American cultural practices and markings in 

the construction of both Diego and El Muerto as characters. In Dialectics of Our America: 

Genealogy, Cultural Critique, and Literary History, José David Saldívar has used the term 

“double-voiced writing” to describe how Latino/a writers borrow and learn from both Latin 
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American and European-American traditions — a diverse range of influences that ultimately 

creates a “cross-cultural hybridization” (108). While Saldívar employs these terms for analysis of 

literary texts, they can be easily extended to other cultural products generated by contemporary 

Latino/a artists, including comic books and films such as El Muerto. In Hernandez‟s comics, we 

find a “double-voiced writing/illustrating” that is expressed both in textual and visual terms, as 

he mixes Indigenous, European and mestizo aspects of Mexican-American culture, but also 

elements of U.S. and Japanese popular culture in the style of his drawings and the daily realities 

of his characters — giving way to a form of (cross-cultural) hybridity that feeds from and 

incorporates a variety of influences, rendering dualities such as Indigenous versus white or 

Western versus Eastern powerless. For instance, as Diego gets ready to go to his Day of the Dead 

party in El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie, we see him put on his crucifix while looking at a Los 

Angeles Museum poster of an Aztec skull drawing (a representation of Mictlantecuhtli) that he 

has emblazoned on the jacket of his costume and has also tattooed on his arm; the poster hangs 

next to a stuffed donkey donning a Mexican sarape. On the same page, we observe a Día de los 

Muertos party flier laying on the desk next to a copy of The Lord of the Rings and an Austin 

Powers videotape (See Fig. 2). In Badmen, Bandits, and Folk Heroes: The Ambivalence of 

Mexican American Identity in Literature and Film, Juan Alonzo states that for Chicanos/as, 

“mestizaje/hybridity becomes a strategy for expressing cultural change without losing cultural 

specificity … Twentieth century meldings are not the sign of an assimilation impulse, but 

evidence of an acquisitive and adaptive culture, ready to use the tools at its disposal to forge new 

Chicano/a identities” (138). As a unique Latino zombie/hybrid antihero, El Muerto reaffirms this 

“acquisitive and adaptive culture” that scholars such as Alonzo have identified as a driving force 

behind processes of U.S. Latino/a identity formation and representation. As Sharp points out 
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with regards to Bhabha‟s “celebration” of hybridity as a central figure of postcolonialism, “the 

hybrid offers a resistant politics that does not simply redraw boundaries but subverts them 

altogether” (122). The study of El Muerto as a relevant form of Latino/a art and narrative reveals 

how cultural resistance can operate even in products often disregarded as “light pop culture” — 

comic books and films about superheroes and monsters included. 

 
 

Fig. 2. Examples of cultural hybridity abound in the comic books, including this page from El 

Muerto: The Aztec Zombie. 

 

 

Hybridity in El Muerto also touches upon issues of national and transnational identities. 

From the opening scene, the film adaptation clearly seeks to insert itself in the current debate 

regarding “illegal immigration” into the United States from Latin America. Diego is, after all, an 
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undocumented migrant who has settled in Los Angeles from a very young age — he makes the 

trip across the border alone, assisted only by the Indian shaman who “consecrates” him as 

Tezcatlipoca‟s “chosen one” in an impromptu ceremony in the desert because his “blood is pura” 

(El Muerto: The Dead One). Not having any relatives in the United States, Diego has made a 

home in his adopted country in the company of friends, his girlfriend María, and her family. This 

narrative of migration is not present in the construction of Diego as a character in the comic 

books, but little changes there with regards to his portrayal as an American of Mexican descent 

fully incorporated (though not assimilated, as previously pointed out) into U.S. culture. While 

Diego (in both the comic books and the film) displays an almost obsessive fascination with 

Aztec mythology and spirituality and is fully engaged in Mexican-American cultural practice 

such as the Day of the Dead, he has established a transnational identity that may be rooted in 

Mexico but is fully lived in the United States. To borrow Renato Rosaldo‟s term regarding 

people living in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, the character of El Muerto exists “between 

cultures” as a transcultural and transnational phenomenon (198), belonging to both (Mexican and 

American) but not exclusively to either one of them.  

In addition to their influence on character construction, the concept and image of crossing 

borders (literally and figuratively) and the process of engaging in transnational and transcultural 

dialogues are paramount in the narrative and stylistic configuration of El Muerto. In the film, the 

image of the river is used to signify both the U.S.-Mexico border and the body of water that, in 

Aztec cosmology, the deceased must cross as they journey from the land of the living to the 

underworld. We hear Diego‟s voice off camera at the beginning of the film explaining that “the 

final crossing was a river, and on the other side, the land of the dead… Mictlan” (El Muerto: The 

Dead One). Sitting on the U.S. side of the river/border, we see both the young Diego who has 
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just crossed from Mexico and later on the adult Diego, who hear Tezcatlipoca‟s calling and see 

his display of lightning that comes from the Mexican side (See Figs. 3). Just as in the film Diego 

crosses national and mythological borders that merge in the image of the river, the comic book 

medium allows Hernandez to seamlessly flow between written words and illustrations, engaging 

the reader/viewer in a constant “migration” between these two forms of language and the 

different cognitive mechanisms involved in their processing. The configuration of the pages 

(almost all of them divided into a different number of frames) and the relative brevity of each 

story told and illustrated (consisting of no more than a few pages), also allow Hernandez to 

almost instantaneously transition between the various and often divergent realities and 

landscapes that constitute the universe of El Muerto — from Mictlan to the highways of southern 

California, from the United States to Mexico and back as Diego engages in his relentless 

pilgrimage looking for answers to his dilemma, from the outside world to the inner thoughts of 

the protagonist, from the past to the present, etc. While Diego as a character exists “between 

cultures,” Hernandez‟s comic books inhabit a fluid borderland that is always “in-between,” 

keeping readers/viewers in the same state of constant transition and border-crossing. 
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Figs. 3. Diego sits by the same river where he, as a child, saw Tezcatlipoca‟s sign in the sky. 

Screen captures from the film El Muerto: The Dead One. 

 

A Theological Tennis Match 

Religion and spirituality are crucial elements in the narrative, visual representation, and 

identity discourses present in El Muerto. Consistent with the analysis conducted in the previous 

section, they are also framed and by the concepts of hybridity and transnational/transcultural 

dialogues. In this regard, John F. Burke indicates that  

Latin American and Latino cultural and spiritual experience has been one heavily 

characterized by mestizaje. Originally, mestizaje referred to the mixing of 

especially European (mostly Spanish) and indigenous peoples in Latin America, 

but among U.S. Latinos it has come to mean a dynamic integration of Latino with 

African, Asian, and European cultures … that does not culminate either in 

uniformity or divisiveness. Rather than an „either-or‟ engagement of reality, 

mestizaje stresses „and-both‟ … Latino popular religious practices provide very 

concrete, heartfelt examples of this spirituality of „crossing borders.‟ (157)  

Because, as Burke posits, cultural hybridity is intrinsic to the Latino/a spiritual 

experience in the United States, religion and spirituality cannot be separated from other forms of 

cultural expression and identity formation manifested in the comic books and the film. Let us 

now look at some examples in El Muerto of this “spirituality of „crossing borders‟.” 
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At a very basic level, religious intertextuality already plays a role in Hernandez‟s choice 

of names for his characters. Juan Diego de la Muerte immediately points us to the 

religious/spiritual syncretism that is such a cornerstone of El Muerto. Juan Diego was the 

Mexican Indian whom Our Lady of Guadalupe first appeared to during colonial times, serving an 

important role in the symbolic melding of Aztec and Christian beliefs (as well as cultural 

mestizaje) that Guadalupe represents even today. In El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie, Hernandez 

shows Diego prostrated before Mictlantecuhtli in an arrangement extremely similar to that in 

which the Indian Juan Diego is traditionally shown kneeling before Guadalupe, with the obvious 

difference that Diego is by no means revering the god of death and the setting in the comic is one 

of darkness and confusion. In the film, Diego is also shown next to an image of Guadalupe at a 

neighborhood market (See Figs. 4). Despite the differences, the intertextual relationship 

established in this image reaffirms Diego‟s role as a mediator between cultures and belief 

systems. Meanwhile, the last name de la Muerte (literally, “belonging to death”), appears to mark 

Diego as an individual predestined from birth to serve as the Aztec gods of death‟s 

avatar/emissary on Earth. This idea is reinforced by Mictlantecuhtli as he points to Diego‟s skull 

tattoo and tells him, “Look, you have already marked yourself in homage to me” (El Muerto: The 

Aztec Zombie). Diego also reflects on the significance of his peculiar ink: “I‟ve wondered if I 

chose this tattoo myself, because of my love for ancient myths… or was the thought put in my 

head for a reason? A sacrificial mark?” (Mark of Mictlantecuhtli 6). It is also significant that the 

name of Diego‟s girlfriend is María, which again brings to the forefront the symbolic connection 

between Juan Diego and the Virgin. As we will see later on, Diego‟s spiritual and cultural 

hybridity  — being at once Catholic yet fascinated by all things Aztec; being at once Latino but 

also Aztec through his rebirth as a god‟s nahual [a guardian animal spirit]; being devoted to both 
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María and (although not willingly) to the Aztec gods of death — is not always a positive 

attribute in El Muerto, as it becomes the site of internal struggles, conflicts of allegiance, and a 

sort of “identity crisis” for him.  

       

                        
 

Figs. 4. Diego (El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie) is shown prostrated before Mictlantecuhtli much 

in the same way as the Indian Juan Diego is traditionally shown kneeling before Our Lady of 

Guadalupe. A similar spatial relationship is utilized in the film. 

 

The second level of analysis regarding spirituality in El Muerto deals with Diego‟s 

cultural and spiritual hybridity referenced above, and the ways in which it is constructed and 

represented both textually and visually. Diego describes himself as a “devoted altar boy,” but 
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acknowledges his fascination with Aztec history, art, and beliefs, as well as the cult of the dead, 

since a young age. At the textual level, he defines this uneasy combination of seemingly 

incompatible belief systems and traditions as a “theological tennis match in my head” (El Muerto 

Mishmash 8). Visually, he wears both a cross and the tattoo of an Aztec skull, both of which are 

prominently displayed in all of the comic books and in numerous scenes in the film. After he 

turns into El Muerto, Diego also wears the skull on his jacket and a permanently inscribed cross 

on his forehead that was part of his undead mariachi disguise and that resembles an Ash 

Wednesday cross (See Fig. 5).  

As disparate as this Indigenous/Christian religious duality may appear in other cultural 

contexts, Theresa Delgadillo has found that in contemporary Latino/a films “Catholicism often 

coexists with indigenous beliefs and practices [addressing] the tensions of a multilayered and 

hybrid religious life” (172). Notwithstanding this hybrid coexistence, tensions originating in 

religious and cultural difference are inescapable in El Muerto when the characters face extreme 

situations. This is true of Diego after he experiences his life-altering ordeal in Mictlan and goes 

to Mexico looking for a curandero “skilled in the ways of the ancient” (El Muerto: Dead and 

Confused) or “some forgotten prayer hidden in a church” (El Muerto Mishmash 12) that would 

make him be “alive” again. As he lays in bed one sleepless night holding his rosary/crucifix and 

praying to (the Christian) God, he acknowledges his spiritual conundrum by asking, “How I can 

look for answers from them [a curandero, Aztec gods]… and call on you as well?” (El Muerto: 

Dead and Confused). And in El Muerto Mishmash, as he recalls his sacrifice at the hands of 

Mictlantecuhtli, Diego exclaims, “The god of death! A good Catholic boy like me shouldn‟t even 

be acknowledging this stuff.” Uncertainty and confusion also arise in Diego with regards to his 

Aztec deity-given power to reanimate the dead. In the comics, when he first discovers he 



 

Hispanet Journal 4 (December 2011) 

Espinoza-Quesada 17 

possesses such an unbelievable attribute by resuscitating a dead Chihuahua dog named Frida 

with the touch of his hand, he again juxtaposes the two belief systems in his frightened reply, 

“What‟s happening with me? How can this be happening? It‟s Tezcatlipoca, and… 

Mictlantecuhtli. Oh [Christian] God…” (El Muerto: Dead and Confused).  In the film, Diego‟s 

reaction to his newfound power is also ambivalent. Unbeknownst to him, the distraught young 

man brings back to life the driver of a car who had swerved off the road to avoid hitting him, 

running away from the scene. Aparicio, the cemetery caretaker of the mission whose Padre is 

María‟ uncle, follows him and tells him, “I think you healed him. It is a miracle, no? Un milagro 

de Dios. You have a gift, amigo, but I also sense the hand of darkness. Are you a believer? Diego 

replies, “It‟s not that simple, sir” (El Muerto: The Dead One).   

 
 

Fig. 5. Religious and spiritual syncretism is constantly on display through El Muerto‟s character, 

as shown on this page from El Muerto: Dead and Confused. 
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The Day of the Dead (Día de los Muertos) celebration is also central to understanding 

cultural and spiritual hybridity in El Muerto. Hernandez skillfully and purposely employs the 

imagery and beliefs associated with this highly syncretic (Indigenous/Catholic) “transborder” 

Latino/a holiday, during which the souls of the departed are thought to come back to commune 

with the living (Marchi 1). This allows Hernandez (and later director/screenwriter Brian Cox) to 

make the fantastical story of an Aztec zombie more plausible when considered within the 

spiritual belief system associated with the Day of the Dead. In fact, most of the events in both the 

film and the comic books (with the exception of Weapon Tex-Mex vs. El Muerto) take place on 

or around November 2, which not coincidentally also happens to be Diego‟s birthday. To that 

end, Hernandez effectively plays with the concepts of birth, death, and rebirth — as Diego is 

born, “killed,” and reborn (Mictlantecuhtli sees Diego‟s sacrifice as his “rebirth”) as a zombie on 

the very same day. Diego is also returned to Earth by the Aztec gods on November 2, but a year 

later, “as is the custom of his beloved Day of the Dead” (El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie).  

The importance of circularity in El Muerto (a key concept of Mesoamerican cosmology) 

is clearly manifested in this particular use of dates and life/death cycles by Hernandez and Cox. 

Also at the narrative level, the Day of the Dead is significant for understanding Diego‟s spiritual 

and cultural makeup. He recalls how his fascination with the dead began when he was a child 

after watching a “classic Mexican film called „Los muertos también lloran‟: The dead also cry” 

(El Muerto Mishmash 6) — a play on words that establishes an intertextual dialogue between the 

comic and Mexican popular culture via the famous soap opera Los ricos también lloran (“The 

rich also cry”). Diego mentions how people used to laugh at the rumors that the film (which 

features a deceased mariachi-clad man who comes back on the Day of the Dead to visit his wife) 

was based on a true story, to which he replies: “I didn‟t” (El Muerto Mishmash 6). At another 
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point in the story, Diego offers his personal interpretation of the Day of the Dead and defends his 

cultural specificity as opposed to the Anglo-American Halloween: “I‟ve always thought of the 

Day of the Dead as more like the Mexican Valentine‟s Day than Halloween. It always bothers 

me when people think it‟s some scary holiday. It‟s a way to celebrate the life of those we love 

who are no longer with us… I don‟t want to mourn them, and think of them lost forever” (El 

Muerto: Dead and Confused). More importantly, the stories told in the comics and the movie are 

culture affirmations of the beliefs represented by the Day of the Dead celebration. Having 

traveled back from Mictlan on this very same day, Diego is proof that the souls of the departed 

do come back to commune with the living on November 2. In the film, Aparicio tells Diego, “I 

feel the soul of my loved one living right here [he points to his heart], right next to me. But until 

I see you, it is only a belief. Now it is real. Now I know” (El Muerto: The Dead One). 

Day of the Dead images are also present everywhere in the comic books and the film, 

underscoring visually the celebration‟s importance to the narrative and aesthetics of both cultural 

products. They illustrate the two functions of Día de los Muertos among Latinos/as in the United 

States that scholars have identified: the private/sacred and the public/secular. For Regina Marchi, 

the first function is restricted to “private home and family grave site rituals” (2), such as the ones 

Diego‟s friends construct in both the comics and the film on the first anniversary of his presumed 

death.  

The second function, comprised of public rituals such as altar exhibitions, street 

processions, and performances, serves the purpose of transmitting “messages of cultural identity 

and political expression” [that] challenge racist, mass-produced discourses” about a minority 

with limited input and access to mainstream media production (Marchi 1,137). We see the public, 

secular aspect of the Day of the Dead celebration in the invitation to Diego‟s party, which 
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features mariachi music and dancing, Mexican food, costume contests, and other secular 

activities (See Fig. 2). It is also reflected in a scene depicting a procession and carnival in a 

Mexican town that includes two giant skeletons holding a “Día de los Muertos” banner and 

flowers scattered on the road (El Muerto: Dead and Confused). In a striking one-page illustration 

of an altar that appears right after Diego is sacrificed in Mictlan, Hernandez visually 

communicates the wealth and complexity of the Day of the Dead‟s spiritual and cultural 

hybridity (both religious and secular, sacred and profane) by putting together a tombstone with 

peace signs and an ofrenda of wine, a burning Sacred Heart of Jesus, “Corazón” and “Muerte” 

tarot cards, an Aztec god holding an ofrenda of flowers, and a hooded skeleton playing the guitar 

(See Fig. 6).  

Altars, sugar skeletons, and paths covered in marigolds (the flowers associated with the 

Day of the Dead) are also common sights throughout the film. In one beautifully crafted scene, 

Diego, now as El Muerto, stops by the party he never had a chance to attend. A man dressed in a 

skeleton costume (played by Hernandez himself) opens the door. Diego asks him who won first 

place in the altar competition. As he leaves, the man points to an altar in the middle of the room. 

Diego approaches. There he finds sugar skeletons with his name on it, his picture, his date of 

birth… and the day of his death (See Fig. 7). 
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Fig. 6. Cultural and spiritual hybridity is key to the way the Day of the Day is portrayed in the 

comics. Page from El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 7. Diego stands in front of his own Day of the Day altar. Screen capture from El Muerto: 

The Dead One. 
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Epic Postcolonial Struggles 

The cultural and spiritual hybridity and syncretism that I have so far explored in the El 

Muerto comics and the film also prove to be fertile grounds for the reading of postcolonial, 

transnational power struggles. The first of these, which is a key element in the narrative and 

visual constitution of both cultural products, deals with the legacy of the Spanish conquest of 

Mexico and the southwestern U.S., and the multiethnic, multicultural, and often unequal 

societies that it produced. By giving voice and visual recognition to the subaltern Indigenous 

culture that is part of Diego‟s heritage, El Muerto engages in the type of “resistant politics” that 

Bhabha sees as a feature of hybridity and which I described earlier in this essay (Sharp 122). At 

one point, Diego challenges the dominant Western/Judeo-Christian paradigm in which he has 

been raised: “Often I wondered what the Aztecs thought when their gods were replaced by what 

the Spaniards brought” (El Muerto Mishmash 8). In the film, he is said to constantly “argue 

church doctrine” with the Padre. He also expresses doubts about the strength and sincerity of his 

Christian beliefs. After emphasizing his “admiration” with pre-Columbian culture, Diego says, “I 

don‟t know if it was out of a sense of giving „equal time,‟ or purely out of devotion, but I became 

an altar boy for years” (El Muerto Mishmash 8). Another instance of cultural resistance in El 

Muerto relates to the plans by the Aztec gods (Mictlantecuhtli in the comics and Tezcatlipoca in 

the film), to use Diego as an avatar to carry out their own reconquista. Referring to him as “my 

son” and telling him he is “finally home” (a recognition of their ethnic and cultural connection), 

Mictlantecuhtli orders Diego: “You will place my name once more upon the lips of the world 

that dared reject me a half-millennium ago!” (El Muerto: The Aztec Zombie). Mictlantecuhtli 

also laments the condition in which he and the other Aztec gods have been left because of the 

European “plunderers” (El Muerto: Dead and Confused), thus justifying his ploy to regain 
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control of the world. In the film, Tezcatlipoca — also known as The Smoking Mirror in the 

Aztec pantheon — was chosen instead of Mictlantecuhtli to be the vengeful god who uses Diego 

as his avatar/nahual on Earth. Visually, this god‟s association with mirrors allows the director to 

show him watching over Diego and controlling his actions every time he is near a mirrored 

surface, often reminding him, “We who fell will rise. You are chosen to hasten their end” (El 

Muerto: The Dead One). Operating through mirrors, Tezcatlipoca manages to kill the Padre and 

the Monsignor as a way to fulfill a prophecy that is spelled out at the very beginning of the film: 

“According to prophecy, the Aztecs and their religion will return to dominance in a time known 

as the Sixth Sun” (El Muerto: The Dead One). 

The second power struggle (occurring only in Weapon Tex-Mex vs. El Muerto) takes 

place in the context of the ongoing hate rhetoric directed at Mexican-Americans and other U.S. 

Latinos, as “illegal” immigration has become a hot-button sociopolitical issue in the United 

States. In this comic, the bull horn-wearing, bounty hunter Weapon Tex-Mex (another one of 

Hernandez‟s Latino superheroes), is hired by Mr. Smith, a mysterious Anglo Texan, to kill El 

Muerto on accusations that he is a flesh-eating zombie. Buy in reality, Mr. Smith is the zombie 

of a 19
th

 century Texas Ranger, Jedediah Hellinger, who “killed one too many Mexicans in my 

private time,” was hanged, went to hell, and has been wandering the Earth since. Hellinger 

manages to take over Diego‟s “young, immortal body” and his Aztec powers so he can rule over 

the world. Realizing Hellinger‟s lies and recognizing El Muerto as a fellow Latino do-gooder, 

Weapon Tex-Mex comes to rescue, obliterating the Ranger zombie but dying in the process. In 

the end, however, El Muerto is able to revive himself and his new friend. The way Hernandez 

pits his two Latino superheroes against an evil, Mexican-phobic, Anglo force is a good example 

of postcolonial cultural resistance — as the comic book artist flips the discursive coin of power 
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by giving agency to a historically discriminated ethnic group and assigning the role of alterity to 

the traditionally dominant group. McAllister, Sewell and Gordon have posited that comics can 

serve as a form of “oppositional culture” (3), offering alternative worldviews and subverting 

relations of power within their pages. Hernandez manages to do just that in Weapon Tex-Mex vs. 

El Muerto. Additionally, Hernandez‟s work seeks to revert a long-standing tradition in 

mainstream U.S. comic book stories, where, as Bradford Wright indicates, “the primary function 

of non-white people in comic books was to play stereotypical, formulaic roles that included the 

racial threat, the childlike dupe, and the sidekick” (qtd. in Sheyashe 10). 

While the subaltern-Indigenous heritage is given a space for agency and self-

representation in El Muerto, there are limits to this “oppositional culture” and “resistant politics,” 

particularly in the main storyline and in the film. Since they are associated with death, 

Mictlantecuhtli (in the comics) and Tezcatlipoca (in the film) are textually and visually portrayed 

as evil, dark, bloodthirsty, and self-centered forces that seek to destroy not only certain 

individuals, but also the only way of life they know. Additionally, Diego ascribes “demonic” 

qualities to Mictlantecuhtli and never considers this deity or Tezcatlipoca as being on the same 

level as “his” Christian God. This imbalance is particularly obvious in the film, where the old 

Indian shaman whom Diego meets at the beginning of the story and the blind lady that 

Tezcatlipoca possesses in order to sacrifice María, are actually the same individual (played by 

Billy Drago). In other words, the Indigenous spiritual dimension represented by the 

contemporary, hybrid figure of the shaman is merged in the film with that of the “evil,” ancient 

god of death. Diego ultimately kills the shaman/god avatar, negating the possibility of an Aztec 

reconquista (See Fig. 8). However, Diego‟s efforts to resist the Aztec gods‟ plans as well as his 

choice of saving his Spanish-descended girlfriend over obeying an ancient, ethnically connected 
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urge for revenge, must be understood in the context of his cultural and spiritual identification as 

a U.S. Latino. As a hybrid individual, choosing one aspect of his identity (the Indigenous) over 

the other (Spanish/mestizo) — the same as choosing an Aztec god over his Latina girlfriend — 

would jeopardize his cultural and spiritual makeup and eventually destroy the people he loves. In 

the final scene of the film, Diego stands by the river/border where everything started, choosing to 

cast Tezcatlipoca‟s obsidian blade of death into the waters and clasping the heart charm María 

gave him (a heart that has symbolically replaced the one he lost when he was turned into a 

zombie), and says, “Still, others say that if a love is strong enough, that soul [of the departed] can 

remain tethered to this world forever. That love can even call it back. I‟m Juan Diego. Once I 

was called to kill. But I heard the call of love instead” (El Muerto: The Dead One). Instead of 

losing himself to the shadows of Mictlan, Diego opts to “sacrifice” himself by continuing to live 

on this world as an undead outcast, equally marked (but not dominated) by the skull of 

Mictlantecuhtli and the cross of Jesus.  

 

Fig. 8. Diego has just killed the Indian shaman/old lady character, who served as Tezcatlipoca‟s 

avatar on Earth. Screen capture from El Muerto: The Dead One. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Aldama contends that “[w]e pick up a comic book for the same reasons we might a novel, a short 

story, or a DVD film. Comic books and comic strips can be aesthetically complex, self-aware, 

and emotively engaging as the next storytelling form” (3). By engaging in a serious analysis of 

the narrative and visual complexity of El Muerto, this essay attempts to highlight the significance 

of alternative cultural products such as comics as sites where important artistic, social, political 

and spiritual discourses are being produced, circulated, and consumed. In doing so, it also seeks 

to be a valuable contribution to the emerging study of Latino/a and other multicultural comics.  

I believe there is much territory yet to be explored in this new discipline and much to be gained 

from engaging in it. As Aldama has indicated, when we read and view the products generated by 

Latino comic book writers/illustrators and follow their signposts, “we are cued to reexperience or 

reconstruct our core selves in complex and specifically directed ways: ways that direct us to 

realize a fuller experience of U.S. ethnicity — specifically, Latino and Latina identity” (106). 

Javier Hernandez himself has admitted that he created El Muerto to fulfill a need for comic 

books that represented his hybrid experiences as a U.S. Latino: “I knew I wanted to create a 

character born of the Mexican culture that was part of my heritage. I didn‟t see much of it in the 

American-produced entertainment I was such a fan of, but I knew I wanted to contribute 

something along those lines myself (Personal interview). It is my hope that this essay can 

accomplish the goal of helping readers and viewers engage in a more productive, “fuller 

experience” of Hernandez‟s comic books and also the film inspired by them. 
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