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Pixar’s Coco as an embodiment of Mexican culture in the American
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Pixar Animation Studios 2017 film Coco stands as one of the most culturally significant
American animated films of the 21st century, precisely because it represents Mexican cultural
identity with nuance, respect, and narrative depth. Unlike stereotypical Hollywood depictions
of Mexico as merely a backdrop or caricature, Coco places Mexican traditions, values, and
worldview at the center of its story. At its core, Coco embodies Mexican culture through its
exploration of "Dia de los Muertos" (Day of the Dead), family cohesion, indigenous symbolism,
and artistic authenticity - and does so in a way that challenges both American cinematic norms
and global audiences assumptions about the Mexican cultural life.*

Firstly, Coco’s thematic heart is the Mexican holiday "Dia de los Muertos", a celebration in
which family members honor and remember ancestors who have passed away. This holiday - far
from the gloomy, morbid representations of death common in Western cinema - is in C'oco joytul,
vibrant, colorful, and deeply spiritual, symbolizing both remembrance and ongoing connection
with past generations. The film’s narrative journey into the Land of the Dead is a literal
and metaphorical representation of Mexican beliefs about life, death, and ancestral continuity,
demonstrating that death is not an end but a transformation and a reunion.?

The visual and cultural symbols used throughout the film further enrich this portrayal. Coco
incorporates traditional Mexican artifacts such as ofrendas (family altars), marigold petals,
papel picado (decorative paper banners), alebrijes (fantastical spirit guides), and indigenous
musical instruments. These symbols drive the narrative and reveal how cultural practices are
interwoven with identity, memory, and emotion. For example, the ofrenda provides access to
the Land of the Dead, and the marigolds petals act as spiritual pathways. These visual elements
serve not only to educate international viewers about Mexican traditions, but also to assert the
richness and complexity of those traditions in a global cinematic context.l!

Crucially, Coco does more than present Mexican culture as an exotic setting - it embeds
Mexican values and social structures directly into the narrative. Family loyalty, respect for
elders, intergenerational conflict and reconciliation, as well as communal identity are not peripheral
themes; they are the emotional core of the story. Miguel’s struggle to pursue his artistic passion
against the backdrop of a family that forbids music reflects broader cultural tensions between
tradition and modern aspirations, and ultimately speaks to universal human experiences rooted
in cultural identity.!

The fact that Coco was produced by an American studio Pixar adds another layer of
significance. The film marks one of the rare instances in Hollywood where a culturally specific
story - told through Mexican characters, voices, music, and cultural practices - is presented
without reducing those elements to stereotypes. The filmmakers undertook extensive research,
including visiting Mexico and consulting cultural experts, to ensure authenticity. This approach
demonstrates that American cinema can handle cultural specificity without appropriation, but
rather with collaboration and respect.!!l
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Coco’s international success, including critical acclaim and high box office earnings, shows
that authentic representation of Mexican culture is not only artistically viable but also commercially
and socially impactful. The film resonates with diverse audiences - Mexican, Mexican-American,
and global - in part because it invites viewers to recognize cultural distinctiveness while
connecting with universal themes such as love, belonging, and artistic expression. Its significance
lies not only in portraying Mexican culture, but in reshaping how mainstream American
cinema understands and incorporates cultural narratives outside its traditional Anglophone
worldview. %]

In this sense, C'oco is more than an animated feature; it is a cultural ambassador that bridges
Mexican traditions with global audiences, challenges cinematic conventions, and represents a
breakthrough in intercultural media production.
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