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Summer Of The Mariposas

Discovering the Rich Tapestry of Summer of the
Mariposas

When  readers  first  encounter  Summer  of  the  Mariposas,  they  are  often
drawn into a world where Mexican folklore, family bonds, and the journey of
self-discovery  intertwine.  Written  by  acclaimed  author  Guadalupe  Garcia
McCall, this young adult novel offers a fresh and culturally resonant take on the
classic  hero’s  journey.  Set  against  the vivid  backdrop of  the Texas-Mexico
border, the story follows five sisters who embark on an extraordinary adventure
after they find a dead body. What begins as a risky decision to return the man’s
body to his family in Mexico quickly transforms into a transformative odyssey
filled  with  mythical  creatures,  moral  dilemmas,  and  the  enduring  power  of
sisterhood. In this comprehensive exploration, we will delve into every facet of



Summer  of  the  Mariposas,  from  its  plot  and  themes  to  its  literary
significance and relevance in modern classrooms.

What Is Summer of the Mariposas About?

Summer  of  the  Mariposas  is  a  retelling  of  Homer’s  Odyssey  but  filtered
through a Mexican-American lens.  The protagonist,  Odilia,  is  the eldest of  five
Garza sisters. After discovering the corpse of a drowned man in a swimming
hole near their home in Eagle Pass, Texas, Odilia consults a mysterious lechuza
(owl) and receives a message that the man’s soul cannot rest until his body is
returned to his family in Mexico. Despite the dangers, the sisters decide to take
the body across the border. Their journey quickly becomes a test of courage,
loyalty, and cultural identity.

Along the way, they encounter a series of supernatural beings drawn from
Mexican folklore: La Llorona, the weeping woman; chupacabras; a scheming
nagual (a shape-shifting sorcerer); and a forest of enchanted creatures. Each
challenge forces one of the sisters to confront a personal weakness or fear. For
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Odilia,  the  journey  is  also  a  path  to  embracing  her  role  as  a  leader  and
protector.  The  title  Summer  of  the  Mariposas  (mariposas  meaning
butterflies) symbolizes transformation, as each sister emerges changed by their
experiences, much like a butterfly breaking free from its chrysalis.

Key Themes in Summer of the Mariposas

The novel is rich with layered themes that resonate with young adult readers
and adults alike. Below are the most prominent thematic elements woven into
the narrative.

Sisterhood and Family Bonds

At its heart, Summer of the Mariposas is a story about the unbreakable ties
between  siblings.  The  five  Garza  sisters—Odilia,  Juanita,  Velia,  Delia,  and  the
youngest,  Pita—must  rely  on  each  other  to  survive.  Their  bickering  and
disagreements  reflect  real  family  dynamics,  but  through danger  and sacrifice,
they learn to trust one another. The novel powerfully portrays how sisterhood



can be a source of strength, even when the world seems overwhelming.

Cultural Identity and Heritage

Guadalupe Garcia McCall  uses the journey to explore what it  means to be
Mexican-American. The sisters straddle two worlds: their American home in
Texas and the rich cultural legacy of Mexico. By literally crossing the border,
they reconnect with their roots. The inclusion of folklore like La Llorona and the
nagual  is  not  just  for  fantasy—it  grounds  the  story  in  a  specific  cultural
worldview. For many readers, Summer of the Mariposas offers a validation of
their own bicultural experiences.

Grief, Loss, and Healing

The story begins with the discovery of a dead body, and the sisters are later
forced to confront their own unresolved grief over their father’s abandonment.
Each sister processes loss differently, and the journey becomes a way to heal.
McCall  handles  these emotional  arcs  with  sensitivity,  making the novel  an
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excellent tool for discussing themes of death and recovery with young readers.

Empowerment and Self-Discovery

Odilia, the eldest sister, starts the novel burdened by responsibility. Over the
course of Summer of the Mariposas, she learns that being a leader does not
mean she must carry every burden alone. The younger sisters also discover
hidden strengths: Juanita’s fierce protectiveness, Velia and Delia’s loyalty, and
Pita’s innocence and bravery. Their metamorphosis mirrors the title’s butterfly
imagery, reinforcing the idea that growth often requires leaving one’s comfort
zone.

Characters That Bring the Story to Life

McCall crafts distinguishable personalities for each sister, making it easy for
readers to connect with one or more of them. Below is a closer look at the main
characters in Summer of the Mariposas.



Odilia – The narrator and eldest sister. She is responsible, cautious, and
deeply connected to her cultural roots. Her character growth revolves
around learning to trust her instincts and her siblings.
Juanita – The second eldest, often acting as the voice of reason. She is
pragmatic and brave, but she also struggles with resentment over their
father’s abandonment.
Velia and Delia – The twin sisters, who are inseparable and often add
moments of humor and lightness. They share a psychic-like bond and
represent the joy of sibling companionship.
Pita – The youngest sister, full of curiosity and innocence. Her
vulnerability often forces the older sisters to be more cautious and
compassionate.

Supporting characters, such as the mystical owl, the villainous nagual, and the
tragic La Llorona, add depth and tension. Each supernatural encounter serves
as a mirror for the sisters’ internal struggles, making the fantasy elements feel
purposeful rather than arbitrary.
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Writing Style and Narrative Technique

Guadalupe  Garcia  McCall  employs  a  first-person  narrative  through  Odilia’s
perspective. This choice immerses the reader in the protagonist’s fears, hopes,
and  reflections.  The  prose  is  lyrical  yet  accessible,  blending  English  with
occasional  Spanish words  and phrases  that  enrich  the authenticity  without
alienating non-Spanish speakers. Many educators praise the novel for its rich
vocabulary and cultural specificity.

The pacing of Summer of the Mariposas alternates between tense action
sequences  and  quieter,  introspective  moments.  McCall  also  masterfully
incorporates elements of magical realism, where the supernatural is accepted
as part of everyday reality. This technique aligns with Latin American literary
traditions,  making  the  novel  a  bridge  between  contemporary  YA  fiction  and
classic  works  like  those  of  Gabriel  García  Márquez  or  Isabel  Allende.



Educational Value and Classroom Use

Summer of the Mariposas has become a staple in middle school and high
school  literature  curricula,  particularly  in  schools  with  diverse  student
populations. Teachers appreciate its alignment with Common Core standards
and its ability to spark discussions about identity, folklore, and morality. The
novel is often paired with units on mythology, as its parallels to the Odyssey
allow for comparative analysis.

Here are some common ways the book is used in educational settings:

Thematic study of hero’s journey – Students map the sisters’1.
adventure onto the classic monomyth structure.
Cultural exploration – Lessons on Mexican folklore, Day of the Dead,2.
and borderland history.
Character analysis – Assignments focusing on how each sister evolves3.
and what they represent.
Creative writing – Students write alternative endings or create their4.
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own modern myth inspired by their heritage.

The novel is also a great choice for book clubs or independent reading, as it
appeals to both reluctant readers and avid fans of fantasy and family drama.

Literary Awards and Recognition

Since  its  publication  in  2012,  Summer  of  the  Mariposas  has  garnered
significant  acclaim.  It  was  a  finalist  for  the  Tomas  Rivera  Mexican  American
Children’s  Book  Award  and  received  a  starred  review from School  Library
Journal. It has also been featured on numerous recommended reading lists by
the American Library Association and state library associations. This recognition
underscores  the  book’s  quality  and  its  importance  in  diversifying  the  YA
landscape.



Why Summer of the Mariposas Resonates Today

In an era where conversations about immigration, identity, and representation
are central to public discourse, Summer of the Mariposas offers a nuanced,
humanizing perspective. The sisters’ journey across the border is not political in
a polemical sense; rather, it is a personal quest that addresses the universal
need to belong. The novel reminds readers that Mexican-American stories are
not monolithic—they are filled with magic, pain, resilience, and love.

Moreover, the emphasis on sisterhood provides a counterbalance to stories that
focus  on  romantic  relationships.  Many  young  readers  find  the  platonic  bond
between the Garza sisters refreshing and empowering. The book also respects
young readers’ intelligence, trusting them to handle complex themes like death
and moral ambiguity without heavy-handed lessons.

Connecting to the Natural World

The  title’s  butterfly  imagery  is  not  incidental.  Throughout  Summer  of  the
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Mariposas,  butterflies  appear  as  symbols  of  transformation  and  the  souls  of
the  departed.  This  ties  into  the  Mexican  tradition  of  monarch  butterflies
returning to Mexico during the Day of the Dead—a natural phenomenon that
bridges life and death. McCall uses this imagery to reinforce the sisters’ own
metamorphoses.  The  landscape  itself—the  river,  the  desert,  the
forest—becomes a character, shaping the sisters’ journey and their internal
growth.

Comparisons to Other Works

Readers who enjoy Summer of the Mariposas  may also appreciate other
novels that blend contemporary realism with folklore. For instance, Echo  by
Pam Muñoz Ryan and The House of  the Scorpion  by  Nancy Farmer  share
thematic DNA. The novel also invites comparison to the Percy Jackson series,
but with a distinctly female-centric and Mexican-American perspective.  This
comparison  can be  a  powerful  entry  point  for  teachers  looking  to  engage
students who already love mythology-based adventures.



Conclusion: A Transformative Reading Experience

Summer of the Mariposas is far more than a simple adventure story. It is a
celebration  of  heritage,  a  testament  to  the  strength  of  sisterhood,  and  a
thoughtful exploration of grief and growth. Guadalupe Garcia McCall has crafted
a  novel  that  honors  the  oral  storytelling  traditions  of  her  culture  while
remaining  thoroughly  modern  and  accessible.  The  butterflies  that  flutter
through the pages are reminders that change, though sometimes painful, can
lead to beauty. Whether you are a teacher, a parent, or a young adult seeking a
story that reflects your own world or introduces you to a new one, Summer of
the Mariposas offers a journey worth taking. So pick up a copy, cross the river
with the Garza sisters, and discover how one summer can change everything.


