
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Remember!  
We would love to include your ofrenda in an online exhibit of home ofrendas 

made with these kits. It’s a fun way to be together while we’re all staying 
safe at home, and a celebration of your hard work. Email photos of your 

ofrenda with a brief description (name of artists + a sentence or two about 
the materials/techniques you used to make your ofrenda &/or what it 

depicts) to sarah@artcentereast.org by the end of the day on November 3 
so you can be included in our online exhibit!  

  



   
 
 

Thank you for picking up a Día de los Muertos Take Home Kit. It includes 
art supplies + a guide for creating your own family ofrenda - and more! 

 
Help us thank our funders: the Oregon Community Foundation’s Latino Partnership 

Program, Union County Cultural Coalition, and the Roundhouse Foundation.  

 
About Day of the Dead 
 
Día de los Muertos / Day of the Dead is a traditional Mexican holiday similar to Memorial Day in the 
United States. It is a time to remember and honor your ancestors while celebrating some of the things 
that make life fun. Día de los Muertos is a playful holiday, full of laughter, bright colors, music, 
gathering, and merriment. Its imagery includes things like skulls and skeletons, but if you look closely 
you will see they are always smiling - a reminder to enjoy the life you are living. 
 
It is believed that on November 1 & 2, the souls of departed loved ones come to visit their living 
relatives. Weeks before Día de los Muertos, families start preparing for this homecoming. They make a 
family ofrenda and tidying up ancestral grave sites, sometimes even sprinkling a pathway of 
cempasuchitl (marigold) petals between the graveyard and their front door, meant to guide the dead 
back to the family home. 
 
Traditional Día de los Muertos foods include tamales, pan de muerto (a sweet bread), and calavera 
(skulls made out of sugar decorated with icing and glitter). Families also prepare their family members’ 
favorite foods, bringing these dishes to the cemetery or placing them on the ofrenda, where it is 
believed the loved one’s soul can enjoy the aroma.  
 
Ofrendas are the heart of Día de los Muertos. They are a temporary offering meant to honor someone 
who has died. Community ofrendas, like the one at Art Center East, are a public ofrenda for anyone to 
add to. Community ofrendas can also commemorate a group of people, like teachers, healthcare 
workers, or COVID victims. A personal ofrenda, like the one you will make with this kit, is set up in your 
home and honors anyone you choose.  
 
How you create your ofrenda is up to you! We have some information to get you started, and the 
internet is a wealth of visual inspiration. Use the art supplies in this kit and your creativity to make 
something special! 
 



Creating your Ofrenda 
 
Who will your ofrenda honor?  
Talk as a family about people you might want to honor with your ofrenda. It can be created for 
one person or several, and those people can be deceased members of your family, friends, a 
pet, someone else you want to remember, or a larger group of people you would like to honor. 
Your ofrenda will tell a story about the loved one(s) it honors through artistic symbols and 
photographs.  
 
Choose a format.  
Will you build your ofrenda on a shelf, a table, or another surface in your home, or will you 
build it inside of a box (like a diorama)? A “shoebox ofrenda” or nicho, is a highly decorated 
miniature ofrenda, typically dedicated to one person or theme. Ofrendas are typically set up in 
a central part of the house, where you will pass by it throughout the day and feel good as you 
remember your loved one(s).  
 
Sketch out a plan.  
Before you get started, it helps to get an idea of how you might like to assemble your ofrenda, 
and what other materials you might need.  

● Think about how you will create decorations that symbolize your loved one - this kit 
includes some basic supplies, but you can also add your own. Need something to sculpt 
with? Try salt dough: 
www.learning4kids.net/2012/12/09/how-to-make-salt-dough-recipe/ 

● Brainstorm a list of things your loved one(s) enjoyed in life, such as: hobbies, favorite 
foods, art or music, places they loved to visit, etc. Make a list of at least five things you 
could incorporate into your ofrenda that really remind you of that person.  

● How could you represent those things artistically? Can you make a 3-D miniature out of 
paper or a sculpting material? Can you draw it? What about finding images in a 
magazine or items from nature? What else might you need to realize your plan? 

 
Gather Supplies.  
This kit already has most of what you’ll need, but you might like to gather a few more things 
before you get started: a shoebox or other container for your ofrenda, scissors, tape, personal 
items and photographs. If you have them, you may also want collage materials (like old 
magazines or natural items collected outside), something to sculpt with (such as salt dough or 
Sculpy), or an X-acto knife (used with parental help!) to cut out designs.  
 
Your ofrenda can be any way you would like it to be. It may also be fun to incorporate one or 
more traditional Día de los Muertos symbols and folk art styles. 
 
 
 



A Día de los Muertos Ofrenda traditionally includes:  
 
Photographs - Incorporate photos or drawings of those you wish to honor in your ofrenda.  
 
Marigolds - These bright, cheerful flowers are believed to guide the dead back to their family's 
home and serve as a symbol of remembrance. Your kit includes orange tissue for making 
paper marigolds. Find instructions at: https://craftychica.com/2015/10/paper-marigolds-diy/ 
 
Calaveras - Skulls - often made out of sugar or paper - that are decorated in ornate patterns 
with bright colors and glitter. It is common to write the name of a deceased loved one on a 
calavera to place on the ofrenda. Your kit contains calavera stickers to add to your ofrenda, or 
use them as inspiration to make your own calavera mask (templates provided for a 3-D mask).  
 
Papel Picado - Paper panels with designs cut into them that depict cheerful scenes and fun 
activities (like playing music, riding a bike, or dancing), these colorful decorations add a sense 
of festivity to your ofrenda. You can make them large (to hang from the ceiling or walls) or 
miniature (to hang inside your shoebox ofrenda), and you can display them individually or 
strung together. Made from tissue, they can easily tear and are not meant to last - their 
delicateness represents the temporary nature of life.  
 
Candles - Lit to guide the spirits to your ofrenda. Your kit contains two flameless candles.  
 
Copal Incense - Made from the resin of a tree native to Mexico, this traditional incense is also 
used to guide spirits to the ofrenda. The Catholic tradition, from which some Día de los 
Muertos customs originate, also uses incense as a way to send prayers heavenward. 
 
Water Pitcher or Glass - Placed on the ofrenda for spirits to drink after their long journey back 
to the land of the living. 
 
Food & Beverages - Foods like tamales and pan de muerto are traditionally included on an 
ofrenda, as are dishes that your loved one(s) enjoyed in life.  
 
 
Make your ofrenda.  
Turn your ideas into a beautiful display that incorporates bright colors, things that remind you 
of your lost loved ones, photographs, and any other traditional or original elements you would 
like to include. You can also place mementos (objects that belonged to your lost loved one, or 
that represents them in your mind) in your ofrenda.  
 
 
Celebrate.  
Día de los Muertos is as much about the joy of living as it is about the reality that death is a 
part of life. These things can be uncomfortable to acknowledge in everyday situations - turning 
them into an occasion for celebration makes it much easier. Once your ofrenda is complete, 



consider making a meal that the loved one(s) on your ofrenda would have enjoyed if they could 
be there to eat it with you. Play music they might like to hear again. Look at pictures or videos, 
tell stories, and share well wishes for them. Maybe they will come to your ofrenda and join in 
the celebration, maybe not. Either way, you will bring them back to life through your 
expressions of love.  
 
Share.  
Gathering is an essential component of Día de los Muertos. Celebrations can be intimate 
family gatherings or they can be larger, public celebrations with costumes, music, face 
painting, and parades. Día de los Muertos is increasingly celebrated in the United States, 
especially in communities with a strong Mexican American presence. Art Center East hosts an 
annual community celebration to bring families together and celebrate this special holiday.  
 
Since we can’t gather this year, we would like to invite you to send us a photo of 
your ofrenda to include in an online exhibit that we will share on our website 
(artcentereast.org). Take a photo of your ofrenda and send it to 
sarah@artcentereast.org by the end of the day on November 3 (.jpg or .png 
files only, please). We will have the exhibit up by November 6. Take things like 
lighting, camera angle, and focus into consideration so we can all get a good look 
at your creative work! 
 
 

 
 



 
 

Bonus Activity: Papel Picado  
 
Colorful paper banners called papel picado can be found hanging above the streets during a 
Mexican fiesta or celebration. Usually made of tissue paper, the banners are hung together like 
a string of flags.  
 
For Día de los Muertos, the designs feature skeletons partaking in joyful activities. Some 
artists create intricate designs that take many hours to make. Because of their fragility and the 
time spent creating them, papel picado are symbols of the transitory quality of life. 
 
The tradition of papel picado can be traced to pre-Columbian times when papermaking thrived 
throughout Mesoamerica. Amate, paper made from bark, was used to make a rich brown or 
beige paper. Cut-paper figures used in ceremonies were created to represent any number of 
human and animal spirits. Today, members of the Otomi, an indigenous people who live in the 
village of San Pablito, continue to make cut-paper figures from their handmade amate paper. 
 
Most of the banners created throughout Mexico today are made with tissue paper or plastic. 
The designs are cut with a hammer and sharp chisels called fierritos. As many as 50 layers of 
colored tissue paper can be cut at one time. To guide the cutting, a patron (pattern) is placed 
on top of a stack of tissue paper. Some of the best papel picado are made in the small village 
of San Salvador Huixcolotla in Puebla, Mexico, where artists work to create paper and plastic 
decorations for Día de los Muertos, Mexican Independence Day, and Christmas.  
 
 
Papel Picado Activity 
 

Supplies needed: 
 

Colorful tissue paper (12”x9”) or construction paper 
Scissors 
Ribbon or string  
Glue or tape 
Images of Papel Picado from the internet as examples 
 



1. Take a piece of colored tissue paper, folding it 4-5 times accordion style from the 
bottom up. Leave one inch at the top of the tissue paper to attach a string.  

 
2. Using scissors, cut a series of repeating shapes from the folded edges of the tissue. 

Unfold. Flatten the tissue papers on a surface or cover a stack of them with something 
heavy for a day or so to remove the folds. 

 
3. Try multiple times, improving your original design and experimenting with more 

complexity. Create a group of papel picado (3 or more) to mount on a string. Fold the 
half of the 1-inch section left at the top of the papel picado over the string and attach it 
to itself using glue or tape. Leave 1-inch between each paper and a 18-inches at each 
end for hanging.  

 
 

 
 

Bonus Activity: Calacas  
 
Calacas, or skeletons, are an essential element of Día de los Muertos art. They illustrate the 
Mexican belief that the joys of life continue into death by depicting skeletons doing everyday, 
joyful things - playing music, celebrating with family, dancing, riding a bike, making art, eating 
favorite foods, etc. Family members echo this sentiment by celebrating their loved ones on Día 
de los Muertos with the food, music, and activities their loved ones enjoyed in life. 
 
Calacas are also used to make political or social statements. One of the most famous calacas 
is La Catrina, a character created by cartoonist José Guadalupe Posada. Catrina was intended 
as a parody of a 19th-Century upper-class Mexican woman depicted wearing European dress, 
including white gloves and an ornate hat, exaggerating her attempt at assimilation. The 
character was embraced during Posada’s lifetime as an embodiment of Death herself and 
remains a popular symbol of Día de los Muertos. 
 
Use the calaca templates to create your own! Dress them in clothes and accessories that 
communicate what activity you would like them to do. Your calacas could be incorporated into 
your ofrenda or used as decoration elsewhere. Remember that calaca skeletons are cheerful, 
friendly, and celebratory, meant to remind your lost loved ones of things they liked to do in life.  
 
 



      
 
 
 
 

  

     



Bonus Activity: Calavera Masks 
 

 
Background: 
 
One of the most iconic and colourful items you will see during Día de los Muertos is the sugar 
skull, or calavera. These skulls are made of sugar and decorated with icing to be fun and 
colourful, and taste like candy. Some even have feathers, glitter, hats, or other objects 
attached to make them more personal. 
 
At first glance, you might think that sugar skulls are scary, but unlike the skulls you see at 
Halloween, these are colorful and smiling. The skulls are meant to capture feelings of joy and 
reflect the happy memories associated with lost loved ones. People also paint their faces to 
look like a sugar skull or wear calavera masks to celebrate the holiday. If you think about it, 
you, too, are a skeleton and skull walking around, living your life, doing things that make you 
happy. Celebrating with skeletons and skulls that represent people you love doing things that 
made them happy just sounds like fun.  
 
Sugar skull art reflects the Mexican folk art preference for happy smiles, colorful patterns, and 
sparkly adornments. Sugar skulls are labor intensive and made in small batches by skilled 
artisans. The technique of using sugar as a sculpting medium was brought to the New World 
by Italian missionaries in the 17th century. Unable to afford stone sculptures to adorn their 
churches, Mexican catholics used what they had in abundance - sugar. Made by pressing 
moistened sugar into clay molds, sugar sculpting allowed the church to create sculptures of 
angels, sheep, sugar skulls and more for various religious holidays, including Día de los 
Muertos.  
 
Your kit includes four calavera sugar cookies stamped with a traditional pattern. You can eat 
them as-is, or decorate them with frosting.  
 

 



Calavera Mask Activity 
 

Supplies needed: 
 
Scissors and craft knife / Exacto knife (optional) 
Ribbon, yarn, or elastic band 
Images of traditional calavera mask decorations for inspiration 
Markers 
Paint (optional) 
Glitter (optional) 
Feathers (optional) 
Glue  

 
1. Look up images of Día de los Muertos calavera masks. Do you see similarities between 

them? What sorts of decorative patterns are repeated across different examples? Are 
any of these patterns something you’d like to include on your mask?  
 

2. Cut out the mask template, loosely folding it or using an exacto knife to cut out the eyes 
and nose. Punch holes on either side to tie a string to later.  
 

3. Use a pencil to sketch out a decorative design. When you have it the way you’d like it, 
finish it with pen, marker, glue & glitter, and/or paint. Let it dry completely.  
 

4. Glue the tab labeled “glue” to the underside of the neighboring flap, lining the flap up 
with the straight line to the left of the tab so that the mask folds back slightly. Hold until 
the glue is set (a piece of strong tape helps to reinforce it) and repeat with the other 
flaps until the mask is finished. When you’re finished, the mask should have a rounded 
shape that folds over the wearer’s forehead. Attach ribbons or elastic bands to the sides 
of the mask so you can wear it.  

  
  



 


