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4 | Celebrating Día de Los 
Muertos/Day of the Dead  
Rosa M. Gouveia

All Soul’s Day provides the 
opportunity to celebrate the 
lives of those we love who 
have died.  Making an altar of 
remembrance, a fascinating 
mixture of symbolism that 
comes from both native 
traditions and Catholic beliefs 
brought to Mexico by Spanish 
conquistadors, is one way to 
do so. Such altars, elaborate 
constructions to celebrate 

those who have left the mortal world, are among the most 
important elements of Día De Los Muertos (“The Day of the Dead”). 

The altares can be made up of two, three, or seven levels, using a 
table, shelf, trunk or a whole room and incorporating elements such 
as boxes, crates, chairs, bricks and whatever else you have available. 
A two-tier altar represents the division between the earth and the 
sky.  Altars with three levels represent Heaven, Purgatory and Earth 
as well as the Blessed Trinity. Altars with seven levels represent the 
seven levels to Heaven. Usually a picture, painting or image of those 
being honored is placed at the top of the altar.

The ofrenda, or “offering” is any item placed on the altar which 
represents a gift to the deceased—it is our way of showing love 
towards them.  Here are the most important common elements and 
what they mean.

An Arch above the altar is usually made of flowers or sugar cane 
stalks. It represents the entry into the world of the dead and the 
passage between life and death.  

Bread represents the generosity of the host and a gift from the 
earth; it is a fraternal offering.

Calaveras, or skulls, are representations of deceased relatives. Made 
of sugar or chocolate, they are an example of the Mexican ability to 
celebrate, mock and play with death which does not have ultimate 
power over humanity, since Christ conquered death.
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Lit Candles represent light, faith and hope. They are 
symbols of our love for our deceased relatives, and 
they are guiding lights for their spirits. Sometimes 
four candles are placed together to form a cross, 
representing the four Cardinal Virtues.

Flowers, including cempasuchil (yellow marigolds) 
are used as decoration, since their scent guides the 
spirits to this world. White flowers represent the 
sky, while purple flowers are the traditional color of 
mourning in Mexico.

Food celebrates the arrival of your deceased loved ones. A 
banquet of their favorite foods and drinks is placed as an offering. 

Incense is lit and as its smoke rises, we are reminded that our 
prayers ascend to Heaven.

Salt is usually placed on a plate to stop the souls of the deceased 
from being corrupted by earthly temptations.

Papel picada, or perforated paper, typically in yellow and purple 
and made into intricate designs, is a representation of the joyful 
union between life and death.

Personal objects belonging to the deceased are set so the spirit 
can remember moments of his/her life. 

Water is a source of life and purity. A glass of water is often placed 
on the altar to quench the thirst of the deceased and to strengthen 
them for their return journey.  

As you create your own family altar, be creative! Most importantly, 
share the story of the person’s life and the legacy of love they 
shared with you, as well as the blessings you have received 
through them.  

Rosa M. Gouveia is the Confirmation, RCIA, and Youth Director at 
Queen of Angels Parish in Riverside, California in the Diocese of 
San Bernardino, California.
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