GRAN’S BAG: TEACHERS’ NOTES

INTRODUCTION

GRAN’S BAG was written and directed by Greg Lissaman, with songs by Chrissie Shaw and performed by Chrissie Shaw.  Designers and makers are Imogen Keen and Hilary Talbot.
GRAN’S BAG is a show full of stories, just like the big red bag that appears on stage. Storytelling is a vital part of all cultures, originally being the only way information was transferred from one to another.  An ancient art, storytelling provided entertainment long before the technology of modern times. People from many cultures handed down societal values and lore from one generation to the next. We are now encouraged through the language of the story, the power of being able to listen, and the opening of the imagination, to communicate expressively, in our own unique way.

GRAN’S BAG began as a way to explore relationships across generations in families, and to look at the variety of family situations.  It was important to include the adventure and yet the isolation that can come from immigration to a new land, and both the joy and the loneliness experienced by many grandparents.

Chrissie Shaw and Greg Lissaman gathered stories from many families of different national origins. They spoke with young children and adults about their families and particularly the relationship they had with their grandparents/grandchildren.  The State Library of Queensland invited Greg and Chrissie to conduct workshops in Brisbane with little children and their older relatives. From these sessions came some vital elements in the show. The pictures in Gran’s Big Red Brag Book were drawn by these children, and they also provided the basis of the Baba Yaga song, as well as some of the visual imagery in the show. The first season of GRAN’S BAG was performed at THE EDGE, the children’s activity centre in the State Library of Queensland. 

SYNOPSIS

When Gran comes to visit, she brings her beautiful big red bag. It is a treasure trove of secrets and small delights, full of surprises and stories. The best story of all is about how Gran found her magic carpet bag - or did her bag find her?

We are introduced to Gran, and a puppet version of herself, who cartwheels on the lawn for the benefit of her loved granddaughter and the neighbours. From her Big Red Bag (and from her large pockets), Gran draws out three other bags, each one with its own personality. The little white bag is neat and tidy, containing everything a practical Grandmother might need. This little bag is ready to help everybody, but as she crosses the road to help a woman whose handbag has broken, the little white bag is swept up by a street sweeper and taken to the dark forest on the edge of the city.

Next is a big cuddly yellow bag who has found a special Nana. Nana and her grandchildren catch a bus to the beach, but after her busy, chatty time on the bus, Nana gets off at her stop and leaves her bag on the bus. The bus drives off to the dark forest on the edge of the city.

Gran’s Bag now opens like a book, and inside is a painting of a house in China, with lanterns, a moon gate and a courtyard. This house, the grandmother and the granddaughter Meiling are introduced in Mandarin (with translation!). Nainai, the grandmother, has a silken red bag containing snacks for travel. The family travels from China to Australia to live in a city (next page!). The shiny red bag is lonely, and while looking out of the window to see children on the pavement, she falls out of the window and is gently carried by the wind to the dark forest on the edge of the city.

In the forest lives Baba Yaga, a lonely witch/grandmother who dines on handbags.  The three bags find their way to her house, and are just on the point of being eaten when they devise a plan of escape: they unravel themselves, weave their threads into a magic flying carpet, and fly back to the city where they see cartwheeling Gran and her little granddaughter on the grass. The carpet transforms into a magic carpet bag and falls to earth. And this is how Gran’s magic carpet bag finds her!

ACTIVITIES AND THEMES (devised by Giselle Nathan and Chrissie Shaw)

Within GRAN’S BAG are several themes or threads, which invite a range of post-viewing exploration and activities. These include: 

Rich language and story exploration and improvisation opportunities,

Multi-cultural stories and places to be related and explored.

GRAN’S BAG is a good resource for early childhood literacy, and for discussion about connection to family.

Examples of activities to follow GRAN’S BAG are described in terms of the many threads running through the story. These can be applied to the educational frameworks of all states in Australia.

Using the grandparents theme/thread
· What are the stories of grandparents in your class?

· Describe your grandparents or grandfriends

· Make a brag book about your grandparents or grandfriends

· Make a teachers or Principal’s Brag Book for your class. Things you have done over a term  - Display as a slide show at a parent visit day or keep the book in the foyer

Using the contents of the bags theme/thread – collected bits of stories

· What sort of bag does your grandmother, grandfather, or grandfriend have?
· How does a bag tell us about a person

· What has ………..(someone’s) bag eaten today? 

· What has your bag eaten this morning?

· Draw and match labels to the contents.

· Write a class big book on the contents of the teacher’s bag – other professional’s bags

· Memory and cumulative vocab games such as “I went to the beach and I brought…”

Using the stories from other countries theme/thread 

Fairy stories from migrant children’s countries

· Reading or viewing the stories 

· Are the main characters as scary as Baba Yaga?

· Story impros - what interactions might you have with the main characters

Through the moon gate in Mei Ling’s Grandmother’s garden I can see …. (concrete)

What else might there be – (abstract thinking , anticipating the features of other’s lives)

Here is the Chinese song: Wa Ha Ha

Womende zu guo shi hua yuan,    (Our country is a flower garden)

Hua yuanli hua duo zhen xian yan,  (Inside the flower garden are bright coloured flowers)

He nuande yangguang zhao hui zhi women,   (The lovely light of the sun is shining on us)

Meigeren lian shang dou xiao kai yan.   (Everybody’s face is laughing)

Wa ha ha, wa ha ha,   (Laughter)

Meigeren lian shang dou xiao kai yan   (Everybody’s face is laughing)

Da jiejie, ni (ya), gan kuai lai,    (Big sister quickly come)

Xiao didi ni ye mo duo kai   (Little brother don’t hide either)

Shou lazhi shou (ya), changqi na ge er,   (Holding hands we sing this song)

Womende shenghuo duo yukuai   (Our life is very happy)

Wa ha ha. Wa ha ha   (Laughter)

Womende shenghuo duo yukuai   (Our life is very happy)

Using the stories as problems to be solved thread – short stories linked by repeated verse

· What problems are solved in the fairy stories you have read/heard/seen?

Using the song about the fate of the three bags as they are taken to the forest; its refrain that the audience is encouraged to sing during the show:

Bim Bom Bootle Bottle, 

Beetle in your shoe

Oh, what’ll she do, what’ll she do?

· Make real life story scenario verses from the children’s experience

Using the verse for reading development
· Read the song verse (above) for exposure to a range of long and short vowel forms

· Play with reading and singing different initial consonants – single and/or consonant blends – whatever the children are learning

Using puppets as story-tellers 

In GRAN’S BAG objects were used to tell the stories – eg. the magic carpet and the bags. Specifically constructed puppets were: the cartwheeling grandmother and the Baba Yaga puppet. 

The ‘Gran’ puppet was made from a peg doll base easily bought from craft shops. To enable her to be manipulated, a metal bar was bored through the body, like a handle. Her hair is made from a scrap of fur fabric, her face painted.

The Baba Yaga puppet was made from a cylinder of wood. The legs were made from paddle pop sticks cut into sections joined by tape to allow the knees to bend. Her face was carved from a piece of cork. The arms are pieces of bamboo with extended elbow ‘rod’ to allow manipulation, and she has a small rod of wood extending from her back, for a secure ‘hold’.

Her hair was made of nylon threads from an onion bag.

· What everyday materials could you use to make puppet figures for story telling 

· What other objects could you use to represent people and have conversations with?

Using song writing to tell a story
The Baba Yaga song was partly written by the children in Brisbane, as they studied the puppet. If we were going to write a song about Baba Yaga, what would be in it?

Here is the Baba Yaga song that the children helped to write. Their lines are shown in italics.

BABA YAGA SONG 

Baba Yaga has big long arms

She rocks all day in her chair

She sits in the treetops all night long

Her hair flies in the wind

She peers at the world with her sharp, sharp eyes

In search of a child or two

But it’s best to beware of her fiery hair

And her bony fingers and her piercing stare.

Though she says she loves children, I just wouldn’t dare

To step in her house – would you?

Baba Yaga plays air guitar
She sings in a very strange way

She loves to collect little bags and things

She hides them in her bed

She walks to the letterbox every day

In search of a letter or two

But nobody sends her a letter or a card

Though she waits and hopes and wishes very hard.

I think she’s quite lonely and a little bit sad –

So I’ll post her a card, won’t you?

· Write a letter to Baba Yaga: what would you say to her?

· Write a song with your class, about a story character that your class loves.

· How different are your grandmothers (grandfriends) from each other?

· Make pictures of Baba Yaga and the other characters in Gran’s Bag.
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