
the legend of the poinsettia by tomie depaola
the legend of the poinsettia by tomie depaola is a beloved children's book that beautifully retells
the traditional Mexican story behind the poinsettia flower. This captivating tale combines cultural
heritage with enchanting illustrations, making it an enduring favorite during the holiday season.
Tomie dePaola, a renowned author and illustrator, brings this legend to life with his distinctive
artistic style and engaging narrative. The story not only explains the origin of the poinsettia but also
highlights themes of kindness, faith, and the spirit of giving. In this article, we explore the
background of the legend, analyze Tomie dePaola's adaptation, and discuss the book’s educational
value and cultural significance. The following sections cover the story's origins, the author’s
interpretation, the book’s impact, and its use in educational settings.

The Origin of the Poinsettia Legend

Tomie dePaola’s Adaptation of the Legend

Artistic Style and Illustrations

Cultural Significance of the Poinsettia

Educational Uses and Benefits

The Origin of the Poinsettia Legend
The legend of the poinsettia is rooted in Mexican folklore and is traditionally told around Christmas
time. It centers on a poor girl named Pepita, who wished to give a gift to the baby Jesus during a
nativity service but had nothing valuable to offer. According to the story, her humble offering of
weeds transformed miraculously into vibrant red poinsettias, symbolizing love, hope, and the magic
of the holiday season. This tale has been passed down through generations, linking the poinsettia
flower to Christmas celebrations in Mexico and beyond.

Historical Background
The poinsettia plant, native to Mexico, was named after Joel Roberts Poinsett, the first U.S.
ambassador to Mexico, who introduced the plant to the United States in the early 19th century. The
flower’s association with Christmas grew from its bright red color and its connection to this Mexican
legend. The traditional story has been shared in many forms, reflecting the cultural importance of
the poinsettia in Mexican heritage and holiday traditions.

Symbolism in the Legend
The poinsettia’s red leaves symbolize the blood of Christ in Christian symbolism, while the star-
shaped pattern of the leaves represents the Star of Bethlehem. The transformation of Pepita’s simple



gift into a beautiful flower illustrates themes of humility, generosity, and divine grace, making the
legend a powerful story with both religious and cultural resonance.

Tomie dePaola’s Adaptation of the Legend
Tomie dePaola’s version of the legend of the poinsettia offers a compelling retelling that is
accessible to young readers. His adaptation respects the traditional elements of the story while
enhancing it with his unique narrative voice and artistic sensibility. DePaola’s interpretation
captures the warmth and magic of the original legend, emphasizing the importance of kindness and
faith through Pepita’s journey.

Narrative Style
DePaola’s storytelling is characterized by simple yet evocative language that appeals to children and
adults alike. His clear prose and gentle pacing allow readers to engage deeply with the characters
and the moral lessons embedded in the tale. The narrative structure follows Pepita’s experience
from her initial desire to give a meaningful gift through to the miraculous transformation of the
weeds.

Character Development
In this adaptation, Pepita is portrayed as a humble and earnest child whose sincerity moves those
around her. DePaola emphasizes her innocence and generosity, making her a relatable and inspiring
protagonist. The supporting characters, including family members and the community, enrich the
story by reflecting the cultural setting and collective spirit.

Artistic Style and Illustrations
Tomie dePaola’s illustrations are a hallmark of his work, and in the legend of the poinsettia, they
play a crucial role in conveying the story’s emotional depth and cultural context. His artwork
combines folk art influences with a warm color palette that enhances the festive atmosphere and
spiritual themes.

Visual Elements
The illustrations feature vibrant reds, greens, and earth tones that highlight the poinsettia flower
and the Mexican landscape. DePaola’s use of bold outlines and textured patterns evokes traditional
Mexican art, adding authenticity and visual interest. The depictions of Pepita and other characters
are expressive, helping readers connect with the story on a personal level.



Impact of Illustrations on Storytelling
The visuals complement the text by providing contextual clues and emotional cues that deepen the
narrative experience. The transformation of the weeds into poinsettias is rendered with particular
care, emphasizing the miraculous nature of the event. These illustrations not only enhance
comprehension but also invite repeated viewing and reflection.

Cultural Significance of the Poinsettia
The poinsettia holds a prominent place in Mexican culture and Christmas traditions worldwide. It
symbolizes more than just a decorative plant; it embodies a story of hope, generosity, and spiritual
renewal. Understanding the cultural significance behind the flower enriches appreciation for the
legend and its adaptations.

Role in Mexican Christmas Traditions
In Mexico, the poinsettia is known as "La Flor de Nochebuena" or "Flower of the Holy Night,"
referring to Christmas Eve. The flower is commonly used in decorations and celebrations, reflecting
the story’s influence on holiday customs. Its bright red leaves are seen as a festive emblem that
brings warmth and joy to homes and public spaces during the Christmas season.

Global Popularity
Thanks to stories like the legend of the poinsettia by Tomie dePaola and the plant’s introduction to
the United States, the poinsettia has become a widely recognized symbol of Christmas. It is now
cultivated and sold worldwide, associated with holiday cheer and the spirit of giving. The cultural
exchange embedded in the legend highlights the poinsettia’s role as a bridge between traditions.

Educational Uses and Benefits
The legend of the poinsettia by Tomie dePaola is frequently used in educational settings to teach
children about folklore, cultural diversity, and the importance of generosity. The book’s rich
narrative and illustrations provide multiple opportunities for learning and discussion.

Teaching Cultural Awareness
Educators utilize the story to introduce students to Mexican customs and traditions, fostering
respect and understanding for different cultural backgrounds. The legend serves as a gateway to
exploring broader topics such as holiday celebrations around the world and the significance of
storytelling in preserving cultural heritage.



Literacy and Moral Lessons
The book supports literacy development through its accessible language and engaging narrative
structure. It also promotes moral education by highlighting values such as kindness, selflessness,
and faith. Classroom activities often include reading comprehension exercises, art projects inspired
by the illustrations, and discussions about the story’s themes.

Suggested Classroom Activities

Story sequencing and retelling exercises to reinforce comprehension.

Art projects creating poinsettia-themed crafts or illustrations.

Comparative studies of holiday legends and traditions from various cultures.

Writing assignments encouraging students to create their own gift-giving stories.

Group discussions on the moral lessons and their relevance today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Legend of the Poinsettia' by Tomie dePaola
about?
'The Legend of the Poinsettia' by Tomie dePaola is a children's book that retells the Mexican folk tale
of a poor girl named Pepita who creates a humble gift of bright red flowers for the baby Jesus when
she has nothing else to give.

Who is the main character in 'The Legend of the Poinsettia' by
Tomie dePaola?
The main character in the book is Pepita, a young Mexican girl who wants to give a special gift to
the Christ child despite having no money to buy one.

What cultural significance does the poinsettia flower have in
the story?
In the story, the poinsettia flower symbolizes love, hope, and the spirit of giving, as it transforms
from a simple weed into a beautiful red flower to honor the baby Jesus.



How does Tomie dePaola illustrate 'The Legend of the
Poinsettia'?
Tomie dePaola uses his signature warm and colorful illustrations to bring the Mexican setting and
characters to life, emphasizing the festive and heartfelt nature of the tale.

What lesson does 'The Legend of the Poinsettia' teach
children?
The story teaches children about generosity, kindness, and that the value of a gift comes from the
heart, not its material worth.

Is 'The Legend of the Poinsettia' suitable for classroom
reading?
Yes, it is often used in classrooms to teach about cultural traditions, the Christmas holiday, and the
importance of giving and kindness.

When is the best time to read 'The Legend of the Poinsettia'?
It is best read during the Christmas season, especially around December, to complement holiday
traditions and celebrations.

Additional Resources
1. The Legend of the Poinsettia by Tomie dePaola
This beautifully illustrated book tells the traditional Mexican legend behind the poinsettia flower. It
follows a young girl named Pepita, who wishes to give a special gift to the baby Jesus at Christmas.
With a humble bouquet of weeds transformed into bright red flowers, Pepita’s gift becomes a symbol
of love and the holiday spirit.

2. Tomie dePaola's Christmas Treasury by Tomie dePaola
A collection of holiday stories and poems, including "The Legend of the Poinsettia." This treasury
brings together festive tales that celebrate Christmas traditions around the world. DePaola’s warm
illustrations and storytelling make it a perfect read for families during the holiday season.

3. The Night of Las Posadas by Tomie dePaola
This book explores another important Mexican Christmas tradition, Las Posadas, which reenacts
Mary and Joseph’s search for shelter. Like "The Legend of the Poinsettia," it offers insight into
cultural celebrations with engaging narrative and colorful illustrations. It’s a great companion book
for those interested in Mexican holiday customs.

4. The Gift of the Poinsettia: A Christmas Story by Diana Cohn
Inspired by the same legend that Tomie dePaola retells, this story highlights the humble origins of
the poinsettia flower as a Christmas gift. It emphasizes themes of kindness, generosity, and the
spirit of giving. The book includes vibrant illustrations that capture the magic of the season.



5. Poinsettias: The Flower of Christmas by Gail Gibbons
This non-fiction book provides historical and botanical information about poinsettias alongside
cultural stories. Readers learn about the plant’s origins in Mexico and its rise in popularity as a
holiday decoration. It complements the legend by giving factual background to the flower’s
significance.

6. The Legend of the Christmas Rose by Diane Stanley
A similar folktale that explains the origin of another Christmas flower, the Christmas rose. Like the
poinsettia legend, it involves a humble gift offered in faith and love. The story is beautifully
illustrated and offers another perspective on how nature and tradition intertwine during the
holidays.

7. Christmas in Mexico by Tony Johnston
This book provides an overview of Mexican Christmas customs, including the story of the poinsettia.
It celebrates the rich cultural heritage behind popular holiday traditions. Vivid descriptions and
illustrations help readers understand the importance of these festivities.

8. The Poinsettia Primer by Barbara J. Anderson
An educational book focused on the poinsettia plant, including its care, history, and symbolism. It
touches on the legend as part of the plant’s cultural background. This book is great for children who
want to learn more about the poinsettia beyond the story.

9. A Christmas Fiesta by Tomie dePaola
Another festive story by dePaola, this book captures the joy and warmth of Christmas celebrations in
a Mexican village. While it does not focus solely on poinsettias, it shares the same cultural setting
and spirit found in "The Legend of the Poinsettia." The lively illustrations and heartfelt story make it
a delightful holiday read.
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