
HENNA HANDS
Art Form focus:  Visual Performance

Key Message:  Learning about body decoration 

About the show:  
The custom of using henna paste (mehndi) to decorate the body is a popular aspect of Indian culture, although it has 
its roots in Middle Eastern and African culture also. Hands, arms and feet are often covered with intricate designs 
for celebrations and special occasions, and because the henna is semi-permanent the decorations can last for a 
couple of weeks.

Learning Opportunity 
This activity teaches children about di� erent cultural 
traditions and customs. 

Learning Activities 
My community
• Create a photomontage of families and carers by asking 

the children to bring in photos of members of their family 
and/or their carers. Children can also draw pictures of their 
family and carers. Encourage children to think of their 
wider family members as well as immediate family and 
carers. 

• Laminate the pictures and arrange them on the wall. They 
can be placed onto an image of a tree to emphasise the 
idea of family trees.

• Children can write a small statement about their family and 
carer images and place those under the picture. 

• Discuss other types of community groups we move 
amongst: our school, our team, our street, and our town. 

• Children can draw pictures of the people from these 
di� erent groups; these can be laminated and pinned onto 
the wall display. 

• Pin lengths of wool or string between pictures to connect 
children to their families, carers and groups.

• Discuss how we all belong to a community by looking at 
the pictures and the connections between them. 

Change colour 
• Have each child bring in a plain white cotton t-shirt or plain 

white cotton pillowcase.
• Bunch and scrunch the item, then tightly wrap lots of 

string around it to make a long sausage shape. If children 
can’t manage the string they can use large strong elastic 
bands and wrap those around. It is important that the 
bindings are tight!

• Following the instructions, mix up yellow cold dye in a 
large bucket. Wearing rubber gloves children can submerge 
the items into the dye. Leave the items in the dye for the 
required time.

• Rinse the items so that the water runs clear, then remove 
the string or elastic bands.



• How has the item changed due to the dye? Why didn’t the 
dye go onto certain parts of the item?

• To experiment with primary and secondary colour 
mixing, the whole process can be repeated with children 
rewrapping their item and then using a contrast dye such 
as red or blue.

• Investigate natural dyes: boil up onion skins with small 
squares of washed cotton fabric, or dip washed fabric into a 
bowl of strong cold tea or co� ee.

Costumes
• Gather dress-up costumes that relate to di� erent cultural 

celebrations.
• Enact some of those celebrations.  

Books about celebrations
• Read books about di� erent types of celebrations:
• Python’s Party by Brian Wildsmith.Python’s Party by Brian Wildsmith.Python’s Party
• Let’s go Visiting by Sue Williams and Julie Vivas.Visiting by Sue Williams and Julie Vivas.Visiting
• Olivia Helps With Christmas by Ian Falconer.Olivia Helps With Christmas by Ian Falconer.Olivia Helps With Christmas
• Children can discuss celebrations that they have 

experienced or that are important to them.  

Support my team
• Look at pictures of di� erent sporting teams.
• Have children think about what identifi es the team - their 

sports strip.
• Discuss what makes a sports strip: colours, logo, uniform, 

fl ag.
• Have children pick a sport they like and then to invent a 

team name and a sports strip.
• Children can think of a team name, design a fl ag, a team 

logo, and a uniform. 

VENUE: Cultural Forecourt, South BankAGES: All
DAYS AND TIMES: 29 June to 2 July,9.30am to 2pm

Designing body art
• Show children pictures of people with di� erent types of 

body art: tattoos, tribal markings, face paintings, henna 
hands and feet.

• Children can use brown pencils to make small designs on 
paper for henna body art. 

• Buy or make henna paste to transfer the designs onto 
the children’s hands or feet.

• Copy the designs onto the child’s hand or foot. Allow 
the henna paste to dry and it will fl ake o�  the skin.

• The paste is non-toxic; if parents/carers give permission 
for children to be decorated the markings will last for 
approximately one week and gradually fade over that 
time. 

Other Learning resources 
Discover texts
Meryl Doney (1996) World Crafts: Festivals. London: World Crafts: Festivals. London: World Crafts: Festivals.
Franklin Watts.
Asma Mobin-Uddin (2005) My Name is Bilal.
Pennsylvania: Boyds Mills Press Inc.
Jeannine Atkins (1995) Aani and the Tree Huggers. New Aani and the Tree Huggers. New Aani and the Tree Huggers.
York: Lee & Low Books Inc.
James Cowan (1994) Kun-Man-Gur: The Rainbow 
Serpent. Bristol, UK: Peribo.Serpent. Bristol, UK: Peribo.Serpent.
R. L. Bacon (1977) The House of the People. Auckland, 
NZ: Waiatarua Publishing. 
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