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Masks of the World
Study authentic and beautiful masks from cultures around the globe!

Pour instructions en langue française, veuillez visitez notre site 
web: www.roylco.com/fr

Use masks to explore art, culture and geography. Children 
love decorating masks and learning about their significance 
and history. We’ve create molds representing masks from 
twelve different regions of the world. Once your students have 
been introduced to these masks, pour plaster of Paris masks 
and decorate them with paint. Further research the masks and 
write up the results. The finished masks will be treasured 
keepsakes.

Masks reflect the culture where they are produced. They 
are the perfect blend of painting and sculpture. Masks can 
symbolize a rite of passage. They can be used in religious 
ceremonies. They can guard and protect. And they can invite 
and welcome. The one thing all masks have in common is that 
they have a dramatic nature.

We’ve included two posters in this kit. The first poster 
features a map of the world with a row of masks along the top 
and individual masks placed near their original creation sites. 
The second poster is an artistic reference featuring 
dramatically painted masks featured in this kit. Use the posters 
to familiarize students with the masks and where they come 
from.

The kit also contains twelve molds. These molds are 
approximately 1/3 scale of the original masks. Its easy to make 
plaster of Paris masks. Plaster of Paris is economic and can be  
readily found at hardware stores in the paint section.

Begin by arranging the molds face down so you can easily 
fill them with the liquid plaster of Paris. For more stability, fill a 
shallow tray with sand and insert the molds into the sand to 
hold them steady. The easiest and cleanest way to mix plaster 
of Paris is to use a large, thick, clear plastic bag. Don’t over fill 
the bag. To make it manageable, once fill about half of the 
bad with dry plaster of Paris and cold water. Mix 2 parts plaster 
to 1 part cold water. Twist the top of the bag closed and hold it 
tightly with one hand as you knead the water into the plaster 
with the other hand. Tip: Plaster of Paris dries due to a 
chemical reaction. Using cold water will slow the reaction and 
give you a bit more time to work, however, mix only enough 
plaster to fill the molds. Once mixed with water, plaster will 
dry in about 20 to 30 minutes.

Once the plaster is thoroughly mixed, snip off a small 
corner of the bag and pour into the mold. Once all of the 
molds are full, gently tap the surface or shake the edge of the 
sheet to release air bubbles. Let dry. After 30 minutes, reverse 
the molds and pop out the masks. The surface of the molds 
might still feel clammy. Let it dry over night and it will be ready 
to paint in the morning.

The surface of the mold will be shiny. If you are using 
tempera paint, ask students to lightly sand the masks before 

Para instrucciones en español, visite por favor nuestro sitio web: 
www.roylco.com/es

Für die deutsche Anleitung besuchen Sie bitte unsere Website: 
www.roylco.com/de
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painting. Use small to medium-sized brushes to paint the 
masks. The smaller the brush, the more detail you can apply. 
Because this is a beautiful project, use the best quality acrylic 
paint you can afford.

We’ve included reproducible artwork of all of the mask. 
Photocopy and hand out the artwork. Students can plan their 
designs using the photocopies before painting their plaster 
masks. Alternatively, hand out a full set of mask photocopies 
to each student and let them explore designing each mask on 
paper. Encourage students to write descriptions of each mask 
on the back of the sheets. Punch holes in the middle of the 
pages and bind your own “Masks of the World” art book!

The poster featuring the masks on a black background is a 
good reference when decorating the masks. If you want your 
students to create authentic masks, refer to the poster. Most 
masks are part of an artistic tradition and use local available 
materials and pigments. However, you may want your students 
to express their own creativity. Research the masks to see all of 
the various ways they are decorated in their traditional cultures 
and then create unique versions. Note: For the African Dan 
mask we have knotted raffia and glued the knots into the 
small indentations around the edge of the mask.

Use the masks to explore geography. Talk about the 
different regions where the masks originate. Examine the map 
poster and name the continents and countries where the 
masks are found. Research other masks and locate them on 
the map.

Make your own masks! Use papier-mâché to make 
beautiful, one-of-a-kind masks. Cover one half of a small 
balloon or try covering a coconut shell with papier-mâché. Let 
dry and paint. When complete talk about your own classroom 
culture as defined by your masks. It's a great art project for 
developing language skills and cultural awareness and 
sensitivity.
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Haida Eagle Mask
North America
Native to the northwest coast of the United States and 
Canada, the Haida carved traditional animal masks for 
use in secret and potlatch ceremonies where names 
were given, lives were remembered and marriages were 
celebrated. The masks represented the spirits found in the 
woods and could be in the form of animals, humans, forces of 
nature and mythical beings.

Iroquois Mask
North-west coast, North America
The “False Face” mask is traditionally carved from the 
wood of a living tree. The masks are designed to 
invoke spirts from the dream world in healing rituals. 
Anyone cured during one of these rituals automatically 
becomes a member of the False Face Society. Many Iroquois 
view the masks as living representations of spirits and are 
“fed” with tobacco.

Orinoko Marmoset Masks
Orinoko River region, Venezuela, South America
From the Amazon region of southern Venezuela, this 
mask represents the marmoset, a small simian that 
some believe has a special affinity for mankind. The bold 
stripes provide an animated look for shamans as they 
performed ceremonial dances. The mask is attached to a palm 
cloth hood. The face of the mask is dramatically painted with 
contrasting beeswax and white clay.

Supay/Devil Masks
Bolivia, South America
Before 1790, the Aymara and Quechua peoples of the 
high mountain mining communities of Bolivia carved 
masks to represent their god of the underworld, 
Supay. Christian missionaries later told the indigenous people 
that their god was the Devil, so the two traditions merged. 
Although ceremonial dances featuring the masks faded out, 
they were revived in the 1940’s. Today Carnaval is an important 
cultural festival celebrated at the end of March and features 
masks that resemble hybrids of Supay and the Christian Devil.

Dan Mask 
Liberia, Africa
The Dan people come from Liberia and the Ivory 
Coast of Africa. The masks are made by male 
members of the tribe and are a vital part of many 
social customs from foot races to crop planting. The 
Dan people believe that masks embody powerful 
spiritual forces called the “gle”. The masks are 
carved from wood with holes drilled around the edges. Animal 
hair is threaded through the holes and tied in place to make a 
magnificent “mane” for the masks.

Nyanga (Antelope) mask
Burkina Faso, Africa
The Nyanga mask is traditionally carved by the Bobo 
people living in Eastern Burkina Faso. The antelope 
mask was originally created to commemorate an 
antelope that saved the life of the founding member of 
the tribe. The masks are highly geometric and are wore during 
celebrations featuring the music of flutes and the rythm of 
drums. The people wearing the masks wear long red or 
blacked dyed grass costumes that cover the entire body of the 
dancer and undulate during the dance.

Carnival Mask
Venice, Italy
Venetian masks emerged in a climate of religious 
repression during the Medieval era in Italy when 
people had to hide their faces during the 
decadent activities of Carnival. In pre-Christian times, a form of 
Carnival was celebrated to mark the passage of winter. Since 
then, Carnival has taken on a religious expression, officially 
ending with Mardi Gras prior to Lent. In addition to creating a 
sense of anonymity, the masks also provided a level of equality 
because everyone, rich, poor, young and old, wore them. The 
distinctive masks are formed from papier-mâché and wildly 
decorated with fur, fabric, gems, and ribbons.

Bacchus Mask
Austria, Europe
Roughly carved from wood and left unpainted, the 
mask represents the Roman god of wine and intoxication, 
Bacchus, also known as Dionysus in ancient Greece and Liber 
Pater (free one), is the subject of many works of art. The mask 
features bunches of grapes behind each ear. Bacchus festivals 
are celebrated in many countries between mid-February and 
mid-March.

Mahakala Ceremonial Buddhist Mask
Himalayan Bhutan, Asia
Masks are formed from very strong papier mâché. 
They are used in purification ceremonies and 
when not worn, are hung on the walls of homes 
to protect the family. The four energies of pacification, 
attraction, magnetism and repulsion are represented in the 
mask. The third eye expresses omniscient wisdom. The five 
nods along the top of the brow signify the victory over five 
disturbing emotions and attitudes (obscurations).

Noh Masks
Japan
In Japan, the Noh mask is part of 
theatrical/operatic tradition dating back to the 13th 
century. Only the main actor would wear a mask. 
The mask would emphasize important traits of the 
character’s personality as a result the masks are highly 
stylized. The masks are made from a single piece of cypress 
wood. Because a Noh opera can last for hours, the masks 
must be very thin. Traditionally, the masks were made by 
Buddhist priests.

Sepik Display Mask
Poppua New Guinea
The men of the towns along the Sepik village carve 
masks from soft wood or use turtle shells or coconut 
husks as bases over whcih they apply clay. They decorate the 
masks with paint, shells, pig tusks and cassowary feathers. 
Generally there are no eye holes because masks are not 
generally worn over the face. Instead they are put on display in 
homes in order to attract powerful and useful spirits.

Maori Haus Mask
New Zealand
The Maori developed elaborate artistic traditions, 
featuring powerful wooden carvings designed to be 
hung, not worn. The masks were more often hung on 
a wall to protect the meeting house or other important public 
buildings from evil spirits.
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