
What is a Piñata?
A piñata is a container, often made of papier-mâché, pottery, or cloth, that is hollow, decorated, filled with candy, and then broken as part of a celebration. Piñatas are commonly associated 
with Mexico.
The Origin of the Piñata
The piñata most likely got its name from the Italian word for pot: pignatta. This is because early piñatas were constructed from clay containers used for carrying water. Although the piñata is 
often associated with Latin American culture, it is believed to have originated in China! Dating as far back as the 13th century, the Chinese celebrated the new year with seed-filled clay 
figures in the shape of cows, oxen or buffalo. They hit the figures with a stick until they burst open and dropped the seeds. Then, they burned the remains and kept the ashes for good luck 
throughout the year. During the 14th century, an Italian named Marco Polo travelled to China where he saw these colourful clay figures. Polo liked the tradition so much that he brought it 
back to Italy, where it later spread to Spain. In Spain, the piñata became associated with the Christian celebration of Lent. It also became an important part of the first Sunday of Lent (Piñata 
Sunday). But the piñata didn’t stop there.
How the Piñata Arrived in America
In the 16th century, Spanish missionaries brought the piñata to America. However, Mesoamerica already had a similar tradition of their own. The Aztec used to break a clay pot covered in 
colourful feathers to celebrate the birthday of Huitzilopochtli, the deity of war and sun. The pot was broken with a stick so that the inside treasures fell to the feet of the idol as an offering. 
Meanwhile, the Mayans also had a similar custom. They played a game where players covered their eyes while hitting a clay pot suspended by a string.
As the Spanish were colonizing America, they combined the Spanish piñata with the indigenous traditions in order to draw the indigenous peoples in and convert them to Catholicism. For 
this reason, these piñatas were full of religious symbolism.
They depicted the piñata as a parable for good versus evil by creating a star-shaped piñata with seven spikes to represent the seven deadly sins. Players had to wear a blindfold when trying 
to break the piñata as a representation of blind faith in God. The sweets and fruits inside the piñata symbolized the rewards of the kingdom of heaven by overcoming the temptations of the 
earthly world.
The new piñata tradition spread quickly throughout Mexico and eventually to the rest of Latin America. The piñata is still a popular tradition in today’s age, however, it’s evolved greatly over 
time. Nowadays, the piñata is also used as a fun party treat and the original clay pot has been replaced with a papier-mâché container. From Christmas parties to birthday celebrations, this 
work of art continues to evolve.



Key Word Definition

Piñata A decorated hollow container such as a star or animal, that contains toys and sweets.  It is often suspended from a height and broken open by blindfolded children as part of a celebration.

Papier-mâché A malleable mixture of paper and glue, or paper, flour, and water, that becomes hard when dry, used to make boxes, trays, or ornaments.

Structure A building or other object constructed from several parts.

Design A plan or drawing produced to show the look, function or workings of a building, garment, or other object before it is made.

Aztec A member of the indigenous people dominant in Mexico before the Spanish conquest of the 16th century.

Culture The ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society, as well as the beliefs, arts, laws, customs and habits of the individuals within these groups.

Mexico Mexico is a country in the south of North America. It is bordered by the United States; the Pacific Ocean; Guatemala, Belize, the Caribbean Sea and also by the Gulf of Mexico.


