Stories from Bengal Teacher Notes

The project ideas here build upon the National Curriculum Literacy unit for KS2: Myths, Legends and Traditional stories, and “texts drawn from a variety of cultures and traditions”; and Art and Design – “to explore a range of starting points for practical work [for example, images, stories, made objects] from a variety of cultures and traditions.” These stories and resources are suitable for KS1/2/3 and cover several curriculum areas.

Explore Bengal: introductory work
Teaching objectives
Vocabulary
Background discussion
Questions – for pupils to ask as they go through the tour
Cross-curricular links

OBJECT AND PROJECT ACTIVITIES:
Durga
Gazi Scroll
Krishna
Manasa
Explore Bengal: introductory work 

· Ask pupils to find the region known as Bengal on a map. See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:India1760_1905.jpg (Bengal is in pink on the north-east side of India) – explain that it no longer exists as a country on its own, it is part of Bangladesh and India. 

· Explain that generally, Hindu Bengalis live on the Indian side and Muslim Bengalis live in Bangladesh. 

· Emphasise that however, all of them speak Bengali and have a strong sense of connection to Bengal. Use examples from the UK to show how people of different religions share many traditions, festivals, myths and history. 

· By looking at a map and internet research, try to examine the geography of Bengal – is it urban or rural? What is the weather or landscape like? 

· Before literacy was widespread, travelling storytellers passed on traditional stories and current news by visiting villages. They would sing as they unfurled their scrolls in a village and were also singers and scroll-painters.

Objectives 

· Pupils become familiar with the stories related to some of the objects in the Bengal Stories online tour. 

· Pupils understand the importance of objects in passing on stories and how a story can be conveyed via images or objects. 

· Pupils use these objects to inspire the creation of their own stories and artwork. 

· Pupils understand more about Bengal, its rich culture and its place in South Asia.

Vocabulary: Story, myth, tradition, creation, legend, narrative, gods, goddesses, heroes, heroines, saints, Hindu, Muslim, Bengal, Bangladesh, India.

Background - discussion 

· Are stories always in books? Where else can you hear or read them (written, word of mouth, objects)? 

· In Bengal, until a hundred years ago, few people were able to read or afford books - how else might they have heard stories? 

· Imagine how important a storyteller would be – compare with the importance of radio/television today. 

· What makes up the best kind of story? 

· What is the difference between a story and a myth?

Questions for pupils to ask as they go through the tour 

· Identify the main characters in the stories – are they heroes or villains? 

· Locate these characters on each of the objects – is it clear who they are? 

· Compare the way these objects show stories – do they show the whole story, a scene from it, or just an image of the main character? 

· How do you know what happened before or what might be happening after the moment these objects capture? 

· Note all the different animals that feature in these objects, what do they tell us about Bengal? 

· Compare the processes that were used to make each object – sculpture, weaving, painting – and the materials, what can these tell us about Bengal? 

· Suggest where you might find these objects displayed or what they might be used for. 

· Look carefully at the backgrounds behind the main characters – in South Asian objects, the background also explains parts of the story.

Cross-curricular links
These objects lend themselves to a cross-curricular project. A key starting point is
combining Literacy, to explore the stories, and Art and Design, by looking closely at the way these stories are depicted using sculptures, textiles, scrolls and paintings.

The activities throughout these resources will suggest different ways of using this
Literacy/Art and Design approach which could lead into a comparison with stories from different cultures and consider the universal importance of myths and stories.

Below are some further curriculum links if you plan to incorporate even more subjects.

Religious Studies
These stories tell us about important characters in the Hindu and Muslim faiths and the associated objects. The range of objects demonstrates how practice of religion can take many forms. Ask pupils to think about where the different objects with these stories might have been displayed – at home, in a temple or mosque, could they be worn, in a street?

KS1: Beliefs and practice
KS2: How do people express their faith through the arts?
KS2: Celebrations
History
In the 19th century, Bengal was part of the British Empire. Many Bengalis were highly educated and travelled to the UK to learn from scholars or engineers in London. Use your knowledge of Victorian London to write a letter from the perspective of a visiting Bengali person. What is it like here? Was it what you expected?

KS2: What was it like for children living in Victorian London?

OR: Since 1948, many Bengalis have moved to the UK and brought their vibrant and rich culture with them. Do a case study of a local Bengali or Bangladeshi community:
http://www.untoldlondon.org.uk/news/ART36298.html
http://www.movinghere.org.uk/galleries/histories/asian/asian.htm and explore their food, culture, what festivals they have retained, what famous Bengalis have achieved in the UK, how they find life different here in the UK, what have been the biggest challenges, etc.

KS2: How has life in Britain changed since 1948?
Science
Organic or inorganic materials: explore the different properties of the materials that these objects are made from. Are they organic or inorganic? What can we learn about how they were used? The Durga sculpture created every year is ceremonially immersed into the river Ganga in Calcutta and in 2006, the Durga sculpture created in the British Museum was plunged into the Thames. Use the information to explore the different materials that go into making it, investigate what will happen to each of these materials when they are placed in water. Try it out yourself. Why were these materials chosen?

KS2: Characteristics of materials
Object and Project Activities
Durga
Sculpture made in the Great Court at the British Museum in August – September 2006

Background
Every year the festival of Durga, the Durga Puja, is celebrated by Bengalis across the world. 

Images of Durga are made by every village – from simple statues to huge elaborate images.

In big cities, skilled craftsmen create enormous images of the goddess and her children first using straw bound tightly together with string. These are mounted on a tableau and covered in clay and painted in decorative colours. It always shows the same scene – of the victory of Durga over the demon Mahisha, accompanied by her children. There are many rituals associated with these different processes, asking permission of Durga to recreate her image.

Offerings are made on the day of the puja after which Durga returns to her heavenly home, when all the images, large and small, are immersed in water. This is the only time of the year that Durga leaves her heavenly home in the Himalayas, for five days only, to take the form of a sculpture for five and the only time when she sees her children.

Religious studies activity 

· Use this festival as an example of Hindu worship to create a project about celebration by Hindu communities in India and worldwide. 

· Use the internet to find out more about Durga Puja and more about what happens during the festival. 

· Ask pupils to create a newspaper about the festival, describing why and how it is important. They might imagine they were there – what could they see? What could they smell? What did they eat? 

· They might want to write from the point of view of Durga or one of their children.

Gazi Scroll
Painted paper on cloth, c 1800

Background
This scroll is 12 metres long and has 52 registers, i.e. sections divided horizontally. They depict the scenes from the stories of Gazi, who was a pir , or holy man, as he travelled Bengal taming animals and making the land habitable for Bengali people. Scrolls like this would have been used by storytellers who would have gone from village to village, unrolling the scroll bit by bit as they told the story.

Literacy activity 

· Write a story about Gazi Pir taming a dangerous animal. 

· Choose one of the pictures – decide whether this is the beginning, middle or the end of your story. 

· Write the story incorporating this scene into it. Illustrate two other scenes from the story. Use your knowledge of Bengal to describe the scenery, animals and smells that you bring into your story.

Art and design activity
· A class scroll can be created with each child designing their own register. Either you can have a whole story that each child paints a scene of, or each child makes their own story, as in the Gazi scroll, with several events and miracles depicted. 

· After writing the story (the theme could be miracles to help people, such as these saints did), the pupils can design their scene – this can be detailed with several elements of the story included, or take an individual moment or character, such as this crocodile, to be the focal image. 

· Prepare A3 sheets with a photocopied border down either side to unite the scenes and pupils can draw and paint their scene neatly. 

· These can be displayed as a vertically or horizontally along a classroom wall. Or they can be attached together with sellotape with short bamboo canes at either end and rolled up – a different part of the scroll could be revealed each day and different pupils have to tell their story to the class.

Krishna
Woven textile showing scenes from the Krishnalila

Background
This textile from the early 20th century is made from woven silk in various warm colours. It depicts scenes from the life of Krishna, such as when he battles the snake-demon and when he kills the crane-demon. 

Art and design activity
· This object uses people and natural forms which depict the scenes from Krishna’s life in a geometric style to create a repeating pattern. 

· Ask pupils to find different examples of these scenes and identify all the components that make up the motif that when repeated becomes a pattern, for example – 2 people, a tree and a bird. 

· Use graph paper, to design a simple motif and which can be repeated across the sheet several times. Colour with 3 different colours. 

· This motif can be reinterpreted in embroidery or weaving, or on the computer to create patterned wallpapers

Manasa
Scroll painting and statue, bronze, 9th century

Background
Manasa is the snake-goddess of Bengal. This scroll painting is by Gurupada Chitraker, scroll painter and singer from West Bengal who painted this in 2006 for the British Museum exhibition. The statue is a 9th century bronze image from India, showing Manasa seated with snakes rising up behind her head.

Literacy activity
· Discuss with pupils what they associate with snakes – what words to they associate with snakes, use onomatopoeic examples. 

· Use these words to write a poem about snakes, perhaps using some ideas from Manasa’s story. 

· Write these poems neatly in the shape of snakes slithering down a page.
