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Making Ofrendas

Artist, educator, and performer Paulina Sahagun engages participants with the 
Mesoamerican Dia de Muertos Tradition. This workshop introduces the basic 
philosophy of this sacred cultural ancestral ritual celebration of life and death. 
Participants are guided through the Ofrenda/Altar building process to honor 
ancestors and recently departed loved ones, adapted to fit the context of COVID-19 
gathering restrictions.

1. Participants develop an understanding of ancestral Mesoamerican practices 
and beliefs.

2. Participants learn how to build essential ofrendas/Altars for ancestors and 
loved ones. 

3. Participants share their understanding by presenting their finished ofrenda.

OVERVIEW

OBJECTIVES

RELEVANT CALIFORNIA ART STANDARDS FOR K-6,  CAN BE MODIFIED 
FOR ANY AGE LEVEL

6 Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work. 
3.VA:Pr6 Investigate and explain how and where different cultures record and 
illustrate stories and history of life through art. 
Acc.VA:Pr6 Make, explain, and justify connections between artists or artwork 
and social, cultural, and political history. 

7.1 Perceive and analyze artistic work.
K.VA:Re7.1 Identify uses of art within one’s personal environment.

10 Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art.
2.VA:Cn10 Create works of art about events in home, school, or community life. 
4.VA:Cn10 Create works of art that reflect community cultural traditions.

• •  Photo or photos of  departed 
loved ones (can be copies of 
originals)

• •  List  of  favorite food and drink 
that  you departed l iked.

• •  Candles ( tea l ights,  birthday 
candles,  any type of  candle) , 
small  glass,  small  bott le cap or 
l id

• •  ½ teaspoon of  salt

• •  A paper towel,  toi let  paper, 
sewing thread,  or thin cotton 
twine (about 30 inches) 

• •  Glue,  glue st ick or tape

• •  Scissors

• •  Optional:  Shoe box l id or f i le 
folder,  crayons,  watercolors

MATERIALS



Workshop Description

 Paulina Sahagun begins by acknowledging the Tongva as the ancestral 
people of the LA basin and emphasizes the importance of honoring ancestors. This 
workshop teaches participants how to make what Sahagun describes as an essential 
ofrenda. An ofrenda is an altar to make offerings during the Mesoamerican ritual 
celebration called Dia de Muertos. We use the materials and offerings we have in 
our houses due to the context of Covid-19, that means we use the photos, food, or 
flowers that do not require us to go in public. 
 An ofrenda has 4 sections to represent the 4 elements (fire, earth, wind, 
and water). It can also represent the 4 seasons, the 4 directions (north, south, 
east, west), and the stages of life (birth, childhood, adulthood, and old age). Dia de 
muertos and the practice of offerings take place November 1st to honor children 
that have passed and November 2nd to honor adults that have passed. In Mexico 
the ritual begins before these dates to prepare the offerings and set intentions 
related to Mesoamerican traditions. 
  Mesoamerica includes Mexico and central American countries such as 
Guatemala and El Slavador. The two deities associated with Dia de Muertos are 
Mictlantecuhtli (the masculine representation of the dead) and Mictecacíhuatl (the 
feminine representation of the dead). Duality is part of the worldview and symbols 

INTRODUCTION

• •  Ofrenda- an altar that  acts as an offering for ancestors during Dia de 
Muertos celebrat ion. 

• •  Dia de Muertos- r i tual  celebrat ion to honor ancestors,  Mesoamerican 
tradit ion honoring deceased loved ones taking place November 1st  and 
2nd. 

• •  Tongva- the ancestral  people of  the Los Angeles basin. 

• •  Elements- in this workshop elements refer to aspects of  nature (water, 
f ire,  earth,  wind).

• •  Ritual-  a ceremony consist ing of  a series of  act ions performed according 
to a prescribed order.

• •  Tradit ion- the transmission of  customs or bel iefs from generation to 
generation,  or the fact  of  being passed on in this way.

• •  Duality-  an instance of  contrast  or opposit ion between two concepts or 
aspects of  something. 

• •  Indigenous- originat ing from a geographically  def ined region.

VOCABULARY



Workshop Description

STEP 1

used in many Mesoamerican cultures.
The painting of faces is not part of Mesoamerican ancestral tradition but has 
become a common adaptation in recent years. Sahagun reminds participants that 
the Ofrenda and Dia de Muertos in general is about celebrating ancestors and is not 
related to Halloween. Dia de Muertos welcomes ancestors while Halloween began 
as a tradition to scare or trick spirits away. These two traditions while sharing 
similarities are opposing in intention. This is why it is important to understand the 
cultures of the traditions we participate in so that we may do so respectfully.

Participants start by gathering their materials including pictures, paper, glue etc. 
Participants take their toilet paper and cut 16 squares of single ply or 8 squares 
of two ply. Layer the squares on top of each other. This will make one of the basic 
elements of an ofrenda. Sahagun explains the idea of altars made their way to 
Mesoamerica by Christian friars during the colonization of Mexico.  
• Participants cut a length of thread that goes across the paper with several extra 

inches on each side. 
• Next, the paper is folded into an accordion shape by creasing and folding over 

small sections of paper at a time. 
• Once complete, pinch the center of the paper and release each end, fan-like 

shapes should open from accordion folds. 
• Participants take their string and tie it in the center of the folded paper. The 

center should now be tight and secure. 
• Carefully peel sections of the paper upwards. As the paper is peeled section by 

section the paper will begin to resemble a marigold flower. 



Workshop Description

This process represents the practice of papel picado or picked paper. The tradition 
involves stacking many layers of paper and hammering a small cutout that “picks” 
out a shape or pattern. When papel picado banners are hung up along Ofrendas it 
represents the element of the wind.  

In Mesoamerican culture the marigold or xempasuchil is an offering believed to 
lead deceased loved ones to the ofrenda through the flowers pleasant scent

STEP 2
Participants use a paper towel for their next essential ofrenda piece.  
• The paper towel is folded in half. 
• Take a pair of scissors and cut the paper towel in half along the folded crease. 
• Take a section and fold in half again cutting along the crease a second time. 
• Participants should now have a small section of paper. Fold this section of paper 

in half lengthwise.
• Repeat the fold again on the same piece of paper. 
• At the top of the paper fold over a small section effectively holding the paper in 

place. This tiny fold will be used as a marker to tie a string later. When you let 
go of the piece of paper participants should see a “closed” and “opened” side. 

• Take a pair of scissors and make a little round cut along the closed side. 
• Follow the round cut with a series of  small slits or linear cuts. 
• Moving down the closed side make another circle or square cut. Continue all 

the way down the closed side but be sure not to cut all the way across to the 
open side.



Sahagun reviews the elements participants have made so far. The papel picado 
represents wind, tea candles represent fire, and the paper marigold is used to 
invite our loved ones through scent, while the offerings placed at the altar represent 
earth. These elements sustain life and by placing them at the Ofrenda we invite 
our deceased loved ones to return to the world of the living. It is important to 
have a food offering, a piece of fruit, some water, or your loved ones favorite dish. 
In Mexico people bring offerings to cemeteries staying up all night allowing the 
deceased to take in the essence of the offering. The food is then shared and eaten 
so that nothing goes to waste. The idea is that we are providing our loved ones the 
essence of food, something they do not have in the spirit world.  

Participants are now able to light their candles and participate in the ritual 
celebration honoring their ancestors. Sahagun shares that we celebrate first with 
our deceased loved ones then the living get to enjoy the food and each other’s 
company. This is a way to honor each other, our deceased, and ourselves. Sahagun 
shares that there are many roles for the living to fulfill in the celebration. In Mexico 

Workshop Description

STEP 3

STEP 4

Participants take their paper and lay it flat, unfolding it to reveal cut patterns 
• Participants cut a piece of string and place it in the little fold made at the top of 

the papel picado. 
• With a glue stick secure the string inside, fold the section of paper over, you are 

now able to hang your papel picado on your Ofrenda. 



Workshop Description

the eldest of the family will be the first to sit with the Ofrenda welcoming all the 
ancestors. Other members of the family come to eat food, sit and share stories 
of the good and bad things they remember about their loved ones. The families 
go from house to house and even cemeteries spending time sitting with all the 
relatives and ancestors. Community altars are larger ritual celebrations that 
function much in the same way. However to observe COVID restrictions it is best to 
participate within a single household. As a final step participants can share in their 
food offerings once the ancestors have had time to take in their essence.  



Workshop Description

 Paulina Sahagun taught participants the MesoAmerican traditions rooted 
in Dia de Muertos and the essential elements to participate. Continue to practice 
making different types of papel picado and paper xempasuchil (marigold). 
Experiment with different colored papers and patterns. You can also experiment 
with the size, scale or complexity of your ofrenda. Another common practice is the 
placing of sugar skulls and imagery involving skulls participating in the world of 
the living through dance or other activities. Sahagun explains that sugar skulls 
represent and honor our deaths. We are life and death at the same time, our bones 
rest just beneath the surface of our skin. By placing a sugar skull at the ofrenda 
we are acknowledging this reality. Salt is another element to place at the ofrenda 
representing a purification of space. 
 These practices are deeply important for many of Mesoamerican ancestry, 
they are some of the few practices that remain due to what is called the Conquest. 
The conquest refers to European colonization in which many Mesoamericans were 
threatened with death if they did not give up their practices, an act of erasure that 
has happened throughout history. For Sahagun it is important to bring out the 
indigenous roots and spiritual significance of the ritual celebration that Dia de 
Muertos truly is.

SUGGESTED FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• How do different cultures come together to celebrate and honor ancestors?
• What is an Alter or Ofrenda for?
• What are the elements of Dia de Muertos?
• Where is Mesoamerica?
• What cultural practices come from Mesoamerica?



Teachers and parents can consider their role in modifying workshop instructions 
in the following ways:
• Engage with students using multiple means of communication (visual, auditory, 

tactile, kinesthetic written, physical and digital). 
• Teachers and parents can scaffold tasks from simple to complex as needed 

for student learning, building confidence with skills and familiarity in various 
media and tools associated with the Ofrenda.

• Modeling the use of materials provides students with opportunities to visually 
see what is expected of them and encourages participation. 

• Engage students in artistic vocabulary and concepts throughout the entire 
artistic process through conversations and discussions. 

• Providing project steps or checklists can serve as guidance as students 
progress through the workshop.

About

Self Help Graphics exhibition Ofrendas 2020, offers a look at how contemporary 
artists have creatively interpreted the tradition of alter making: 
 https://www.selfhelpgraphics.com/2020/ofrendas/#gallery-installation
Information about the Mesoamerican deities associated with Dia de Muertos from 
Encyclopedia Britannica: 
 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Mictlantecuhtli 
Paulina mentions her ancestry in Jalisco, learn more about indigenous history 
from an article from the History channel: 
 https://www.history.com/topics/mexico/jalisco

RELATED RESOURCES

ACCESS AND EQUIT Y



Paulina Sahagun has performed on both sides of the Mexico / U.S. Border. She 
began her theatrical career as a member of the Mexican Theater Company: 
Los Mascarones and was a founding member of Grupo Cultural Zero. With 
these companies she toured extensively throughout Mexico and the U.S. 
performing original theatrical works. Her credits with El Teatro Campesino 
and Luis Valdez include the play “La Pastorela” and the PBS Special “El Popol 
Vuh.” Sahagun has worked with TENAZ, The Inner City Cultural Center, Plaza 
de La Raza, UCLA Mexican Art Series, the 1990 Los Angeles Theater Festival, 
and CARA. She co-directed the Young Conservatory, a training program for 
young actors and was a Drama Instructor at Inner City Arts. Sahagun is a 
graduate of the Del Arte School of Physical Theater and received her master’s 
degree in the World Arts and Cultures program at UCLA.

Arts Learning Lab @ Home is a series of live online arts classes for kids and 
families schooling from home. These hands-on artmaking workshops (which 
are posted as on-demand videos after each workshop) are led by professional 
artists in residence at 18th Street as well as members of our national and 
international artist community. The workshops are taught in both English 
and Spanish for those teachers that are bilingual, and are live translated in 
both English and Spanish. The workshops cover a range of fun, hands-on, 
and participatory ideas that connect with larger social issues. 

You can visit more lessons at http://18thstreet.org/allathome

Founded in 1988, 18th Street Arts Center is one of the top 20 artist residency 
programs in the US, and the largest in Southern California. Conceived as a 
radical think tank in the shape of an artist community, 18th Street supports 
artists from around the globe to imagine, research, and develop significant, 
meaningful new artworks and share them with the public to foster radical 
imagination, empathy, and positive social change.

BIO

ABOUT ARTS LEARNING LAB AND 18TH STREET ARTS CENTER
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