What

is Carnival?
Held in the days before Lent - in earlier times, the period of fasting in the
run-up to Easter – the festival of Carnival has mysterious origins. The
name probably derived from the Italian word "carne" meaning meat, and
"levare", translated as "to take away". In this case, Carnival would have
signified a time to go without meat and other good things! But, it may be
interpreted as the exact opposite, because the Italian word "vale" means
that something is "permissible".

Carnival would then have been an excuse to eat, drink and be merry
before the 40 days of fasting began!
Today, the festival of Carnival is a cultural celebration that involves
performing in the streets in costumes, usually with music. The biggest
carnival in the UK, indeed in Europe, is the London Notting Hill Carnival,
which has its cultural roots in Trinidad and Tobago but there are carnivals
that take place, large and small, in communities all over the world.

Carnival Arts are perfect to do in schools, because they
incorporate a variety of art forms that allow individual creativity
and group work. Mask making, headdresses, percussion
instruments, T-shirt printing, backpacks and lanterns are easy
and fun to make; combined they create a colourful spectacle that
can inspire the participants and the audience, and thrill the local
community.
Themes can be fun, or contain a message, be it environmental or
universal.

Carnival in the Caribbean has its roots in the abolition of slavery,
and there still is a strong element of parody in the songs and dances
performed in the Caribbean. Having been forbidden to hold festivals of
their own during the period of slavery, they now took full advantage of
the relative new freedoms the ending of slavery brought them. Dressing
up in costumes that mimicked the European fashions of their former
masters, even whitening their faces with flour or wearing white masks,
they established a tradition that continues in the costume making of
today’s Notting Hill Carnival.

Carnival is a worldwide cultural phenomenon, sometimes controversial
as it has social and political as well as cultural attributes. At times the
media focuses on the negative aspects of drunkenness and disorder, but,
to the masqueraders, the Notting Hill Carnival is an expression of Peace
and Unity, and an excellent example of inter-generational work, as all
ages, races and abilities are included in the spectacle.

We have put together this learning resource for schools that includes
detailed lesson plans for Years 1-6, ‘How To’ guides and student
workbooks. This pack has been created by experienced primary
teachers and trialled in schools and art centres across London. All
lessons meet the National Curriculum’s requirements for Art and Design
Technology, as well as supporting a range of subjects through crosscurricular learning suggestions. Included also are links to the Elimu
Carnival band website where you can see photos and videos of recent
and past carnivals, perfect to inspire your school with the authentic
sights and sounds of this engaging, inclusive celebration.
Steve Shaw – Director of Paddington Arts

Creating a
Carnival Arts Week
in your school
The resources in this pack comprise six units of work, each containing six hour-long lessons.

Whilst each of the units can be taught independently, we have created this resource to enable

teachers to hold a week-long celebration of carnival and carnival arts across all year groups and
subjects.

The outcomes for each lesson have been differentiated, allowing teachers to adjust the complexity
of the tasks and the support given according to their children's needs. Similarly, this allows units

to be taught in any of the different year groups, although teachers will undoubtedly find some units
more suited to Key Stage 1 (such as mask making) whilst others will offer a suitable challenge for
older children.

The key to any successful art week is to generate as much excitement and enthusiasm

beforehand as possible. Organise a staff meeting a month or so in advance so that teachers can

decide collectively on the units they would like to teach and identify any support they might need.

We have included presentations to help visualise the construction process - share these with staff
and children.

Spend time exploring the sights and sounds of carnival before beginning the units - the more

stimuli available to children, the more imaginative their work will be! Carnivals are celebrations with
both collective and personal significance. If any of your children have personal experiences, share
them with the rest of the class as you begin the unit. Similarly, involve where possible parents,
family members and the wider community. Start your art week with a big assembly (featuring

guests if at all possible) and give the children something to work towards: an end of week carnival
where everyone can show off what they have achieved. If your children have a clear goal in sight,
their designs will have a purpose. An end of week party will generate a real buzz around the
school!

Cross-curricular Planning
Although these six units meet the National Curriculum guidelines for Design Technology and Art,

there is a wealth of potential for extending the theme of carnival across all lessons. Outlined here
are some ideas for celebrating carnival through different subjects:

Literacy

Numeracy

● Explore the sights and sounds of the

● Children could run stalls at the end of week

● Listen to the rhythms and words of

on supplies and costs, calculating profit

carnival through descriptive writing or poetry.
Caribbean accented English and Jamaican
patois through poetry (Valerie Bloom,
Benjamin Zephaniah).

carnival, or fundraise for the school. Decide
margins. Lots of potential to use surveys,
estimation and addition/subtraction of
decimals.

History

Geography

● Look at the origins of carnival and its

● Explore the countries around the world

● Look at the history of the Caribbean

contrast different carnival cultures, such as

celebration of the freedom from slavery.

which celebrate carnival. Compare and

(pirates are a popular theme for KS1!).

Brazilian and Caribbean.

● Explore the Windrush Generation and its

impact on modern Britain (involve members

of the wider community wherever possible!).

PE

RE

● Create linked movement and dance

● Explore the religious roots of carnival as

parade styles for use in the end of week

a celebration occurring before Lent in some

sequences. Classes could work on different
celebration.

countries (Mardi Gras, Shrove/Fat Tuesday,
Epiphany). Compare similarities and

differences with other religious celebrations,
noting the common thread that all cultures

and beliefs have forms of celebration events.

Music
● Explore the different types of sounds heard

at a carnival and the instruments that produce
them. Experiment with different rhythms and
layer sounds in groups.

Useful links:
Paddington Arts:

http://www.paddingtonarts.org.uk/
Black Cultural Archives:

http://bcaheritage.org.uk/
Ben Uri:

http://www.benuri.org.uk/
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