
nOVEMBER 2013 CALEnDAR
Alzheimer’s AwAreness month

lung CAnCer AwAreness month      
nAtionAl DiAbetes month

nAtionAl CAregiver’s month

1- All Saints Day (Christian)
2- All Soul’s Day (Catholic, Christian)
2-5- Deepavali (Hindu)
3- Daylight Saving Time Ends (US)
4 - Hijra- New Year (Islam)
7-13- Dear Santa Letter Week (US)
8- X-ray Day (US)
10-16- Hunger & Homeless Awareness Week (US)
11- Veterans Day (US)
11-17- World Kindness Day (US)
17 - Loy Krathong (Laos, Thailand, Burma)
19- Equal Opportunity Day (US)
22- Humane Society Anniversary Day (US)
24- Guru Tegh Bahadur Martyrdom (Sikh)
24-30- National Family Week (US)
28- Thanksgiving (US)
28-Dec 5- Hanukkah (Judaism)
29- Black Friday (US)
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Day of the Dead Altar -
an Important Cultural 

Tradition
Day of the Dead altars are built during Dia de los Muertos to honor the lives of those 
who have passed. They are often quite beautiful creations, constructed with love and 
care. Creating these altars is one of the most important traditions during Day of the 
Dead in Mexico and in Mexican-American communities around the globe. 

On this page we’ll talk about traditional Dia de los Muertos altars what they look like, 
what items they include, and what purpose they serve.

Traditionally, every family in Mexico builds an altar on the days leading up to 
November 1. Some people even start weeks in advance and hire professionals to build 
elaborate altars. Other altars are more modest, but are still built with sincere, loving 
intentions.

On top of the altar, offerings are laid out for the dead known as ofrenda in Spanish. 
These are items that the spirits will enjoy when they come back to earth to visit their 
living families and friends. People make an effort to lay out the best ofrenda they can 
afford, consisting of things the dead person enjoyed while she/he was alive. 

It is common for families to spend a lot of money for the Day of the Dead, to buy new 
things to go on their altars. This is because they want the best for their deceased loved 
ones. They don’t want their loved ones to show up after a long, tedious journey from 
the Other Side to be greeted by a meager, half-hearted altar!

A Day of the Dead altar is usually arranged on a table top that is used exclusively for 
the altar, or it is built from stacks of crates. Altars have at least two tiers, sometimes 
more. The table or crates are draped with cloth (or sometimes a paper or plastic 
covering). An arch made of marigolds is often erected over top of the altar.

Whether simple or sophisticated, Day of the Dead altars and ofrenda all contain 
certain basic elements in common. Here are the ofrendas that you will typically see on 
a Dia de los Muertos altar:

Candles - Candles are lit to welcome the spirits back to their altars.

Marigolds - These yellow-orange flowers, also called cempasúchitl, symbolize death. 
Their strong fragrance also help lead the dead back to their altars. Marigold petals may 
also be sprinkled on the floor in front of the altar, or even sprinkled along a path from 
the altar to the front door, so that the spirit may find her way inside. 

Incense - Most commonly, copal incense, which is the dried aromatic resin from a tree 
native to Mexico. The scent is also said to guide the spirits back to their altars.

(continued on page 2)
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This issue of Cultural News was produced by UC Davis Medical Interpreting Department editorial team.  Questions? Comments?  
Please call Medical Interpreting Services at 916-734-2321 or e-mail malithone.thongsonlone@ucdmc.ucdavis.edu

Interpreter Profile: Van Huynh
Van Huynh has joined the MIS Department in December of 2012.  Van is an ethnic 
Chinese living and growing up in Vietnam.  Van is fluent in Vietnamese, Cantonese 
and Mandarin.  He is well involved in both Chinese and Vietnamese cultures.  In 
1998, Van moved to the United States and adopted a new culture here, which is 
native to him now.

Van attended college and recieved a BS degree in Computer Science in 2003.  
While attending school, Van used his language skills to work as an interpreter,     
volunteering his time for a “Head Start” Program in the City of Oakland, California. 
In 2004, Van started his interpreting career and has been continuously acquiring 
new skills through trainings and work experiences.  Van also finished the 40-hour 
“Connecting Worlds” training with the UC Davis Medical Center in the summer of 
2013.

“I joined the MIS at UC Davis Medical Center in 2012.  I am delighted to have the 
opportunity to strengthen my professionalism through diversity in medical field  
and engage in different interpreting methods, such as in person, phone and video 
interpreting” - says Van.  When he has free time, Van enjoys spending time with his 
family and friends, traveling and exploring different cuisines.  He also enjoys learn-
ing new languages and studying different cultures.  We are happy to have become 
a part of the Medical Interpreting Services department.  He is a great asset to the 
team.

Salt - represents the continuance of life. 

Photo of the deceased - A framed photo of the dead person to 
whom the altar is dedicated, usually positioned in a prime spot on 
the altar. 

Pan de muerto - Also known as “bread of the dead”, pan de muerto 
is a symbol of the departed. 

Sugar skulls - As symbols of death and the afterlife, sugar skulls are 
not only given as gifts to the living during Day of the Dead, they are 
also placed as offerings on the altar. 

Fresh fruit - whatever is in season oranges, bananas, etc. 

Other foods - Traditional Day of the Dead foods that you would 
find on altars include atole, mole, tamales, and tortillas. Altars also      
usually include the dead person’s favorite foods, including modern 
foods like Rice Krispies or potato chips! 

Water - Souls are thirsty after their long journey from the Other Side, 
so they appreciate a glass of water upon arrival. 

Toiletries - Likewise, the spirit will want to freshen up after they 
reach the altar, so a hairbrush, a mirror and some soap are always 
appreciated, along with a small towel. 

Other drinks - The favorite drink of the deceased is also laid out on 
the altar, whether it is tequila, whisky, soda, or anything else! 

Items that once belonged to the deceased - Mementos and other 
things the dead person enjoyed in life are laid out on the altar, and 
often new things are bought too. 

Images of saints - or other role models who were important in the 
dead person’s life. 

Papel picado - These decorative pieces of cut paper are draped 
around the altar’s edge or hung from above. 

Ceramics and woven baskets - were traditionally included in Day of 
the Dead altars. 

Although Day of the Dead altars typically contain these same basic 
elements, altars can be highly individualized and creative. For              
instance, some altars may be draped with a string of Christmas lights 
while others may be constructed out of stacked, hollowed-out cereal 
boxes. Why not? Each altar is as unique as the person it was built 
to honor. The very nature of the holiday encourages this sense of 
creativity when it comes to honoring the dead.

In the past, altars were only built inside people’s homes as a personal 
connection to their loved ones on the Other Side. These days, you 
can also find Day of the Dead altars in schools, government buildings, 
businesses, museums and libraries. When they are built in public 
places like this, their usual purpose is to celebrate Mexico’s cultural 
heritage or to honor a well-known hero or figure. 

Source: http://www.celebrate-day-of-the-dead.com/day-of-the-dead-altars.
html#ixzz2iefbRzdu
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