Art Lesson #2: Hindu Art

Lesson Source: The Art Institute of Chicago

Grade Level: 4-8

Timeframe: 2 hours

Overview: The stories invoked by the symbolism of a statue of Vishnu incorporate elements of India's cultural history and values. Whenever the Hindu god Vishnu has been needed to solve a problem or restore order, he has appeared as an avatar in animal or human form. The 10 avatars of Vishnu originated in myths of creators, saviors, heroes, and historical figures. In this activity students write a story about a problem on earth. They imagine themselves as one of Vishnu's avatars or create another avatar for Vishnu who can solve the problem.

Objectives (the students will be able to): 

1. Analyze a work of art 

2. Gain an understanding of the concept of myth through stories relating to a Hindu god 

3. Create a compelling short story with character development and a plot that includes a conflict and a resolution 

Materials:

1. Description of the statue Stories of the Avatars of Vishnu from Telling Images: Stories in Art exhibition catalogue (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1997-available at the Museum Shop).

2. Dashavatar dance video clips show the 10 avatars of Vishnu represented in a class Hindu dance form

3. Pencils

4. Paper

Procedures (suggested):
1. Discussion
· Have students examine the statue of Vishnu. Ask: 

· What do you see? Encourage students to describe the object in detail. 

· Is this a human or a god? What makes you think so? 

· Why does this being have more than two arms? Explain that multiple limbs on Hindu deities indicate that they have supernatural powers. 

· Followers distinguish Hindu gods by their attributes. Define this term and ask students to locate Vishnu's attributes in this representation (conch shell, chakra, mudras). Explain their significance. 

· Hindus believe Vishnu is the preserver of the universe. Vishnu carries out his godly duties by descending to earth at various times in the form of one of 10 avatars or incarnations. In these forms, he works to protect humans and dharma (the order of the universe). 

· Explain Vishnu's function in the Indian pantheon and help students visualize Vishnu's avatars by showing them the Dashavatar dance video clip. 

· Have students read Stories of Vishnu's Avatars. Ask: 

· What is your favorite story or avatar? Why? 

· What problems or global issues on earth need solving or improving today? 

· Which avatars of Vishnu do you think could help with these problems or issues? 

2. Activity
· Define the basic elements of a short story, including character, plot, conflict, and resolution. 

· Have students imagine a problem or global issue on earth that requires the aid of one of Vishnu's avatars (or an avatar of their making). Ask students to write a two- to three-page version of the story. Encourage them to consider the following as they develop their account:

· Which features of the avatar are ideal for solving the problem? 

· What events will lead to the crisis? How will the crisis be solved? What will be the result of its resolution? 

Evaluation: Base students' achievements on their class discussions and written assignments. Have students illustrate a scene from their story. Encourage them to incorporate recognizable attributes into their avatar, including those they have been introduced to or others they imagine.
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