Teacher Guidance
Key Stage 2
Meeting Mohini: Koovagam through the lens of Zoya Thomas Lobo
A free photography exhibition - Saturday 6 December 2025–Sunday 29 November 2026

Meeting Mohini is an exhibition by Indian transgender artist and photojournalist, Zoya Thomas Lobo. It features her photographs taken at the Hindu festival ‘Koovagam’ in Tamil Nadu, south India, capturing Zoya’s perspective, and the experiences of other attending transgender women. It also includes images of Zoya’s everyday life in Mumbai.
The photographs were commissioned by the Horniman and are the first time that Zoya’s work has been exhibited in the UK. The exhibition is displayed around both longer sides of the balcony above the World Gallery.
The balcony is also the access route for our ancient Egypt display, and objects featured on our ‘Prehistoric Life’, ‘Art’, ‘Textiles’ and ‘Plants’ learning resources.
These areas cannot be reached without passing the exhibition.
Mature content warning
Some parts of ‘Meeting Mohini’ explore complex themes and topical issues such as grief and discrimination. If you are planning to visit the exhibition with your class, we strongly recommend carrying out a pre-visit in advance.
Details about this content are included in this guide.
Visitors can avoid the most mature content by following this route:
[image: ]

‘Meeting Mohini’ explores themes of:
Festivals and religion
The exhibition centres on the Hindu festival, Koovagam, exploring the rituals of the festival and experiences of attendees.
The festival honours the marriage of Aravan and Mohini (a female avatar of Krishna) from the Hindu epic Mahabharata.
[image: Large crowd surrounding a tall structure covered in flowers, with their hands outstretched, in Koovagam village.
]

Gender identity and inclusion
The exhibition focuses primarily on the Koovagam festival, using it to explore the experiences and lives of trans women in India.
Zoya Thomas Lobo, artist and India’s first transgender photojournalist, has documented the ancient festival, sharing its story as well the communities that attend it.
The photographs highlight how the festival can offer belonging and recognition to marginalised communities.
[image: Two transgender women are sitting, side by side, outdoors. One gently applies makeup to the other’s face.]

Marriage and love
Koovagam includes a symbolic marriage ceremony where worshippers marry Aravan.
These photographs captures the joy, colour, and emotion of these celebrations.
[image: A swami (priest) ties a thali (necklace) onto a transgender woman in a small temple. She holds up her silver pendant to the camera.]

Grief, mourning and sacrifice
After the symbolic wedding, the festival commemorates Aravan’s sacrifice, the day after his wedding, with ritual mourning.
Some of the photographs show the newly widowed wives in mourning.
[image: Two transgender women embracing in sadness, amidst a busy ceremony in Koovagam village.]

Climate crisis
Some photographs subtly reflect the effects of extreme heat and environmental changes on festival-goers. They show how changing climate impacts daily life, health, and religious festivals.
[image: A transgender woman holds up a ceramic figure of Aravan. The figure is only the head, with red skin and a green and golden crown.]

Realities
This section can be bypassed using the route on page 1.
The final part of the exhibition highlights the challenges that transgender people face daily. It includes images of Zoya giving blessings and collecting money.

The text for this image explicitly mentions sex work as one of few sources of income available to transgender people. This was included at the request of consultants to reflect the realities of Indian transgender communities.
[image: A transgender woman is sitting at a market stall looking outwards, she holds cash in her hand, close to her face.]

The story of Koovagam Festival

The Mahabharata is an ancient Indian epic about a war between two families, the Pandavas and Kauravas.

Before the war began, a priest asked for a sacrifice to be made to the goddess Kali, to ensure victory.

Lord Krishna, a god helping the Pandavas, and Arjuna, one of the Pandava brothers, both offered to sacrifice themselves. A brave warrior, Aravan, son of Arjuna volunteered to sacrifice himself instead, saving his father and Lord Krishna.

Before Aravan was sacrificed, he was given three wishes by lord Krishna. One of Aravan’s wishes was to be married, even if for a day.

No woman wanted to marry him, knowing that he would die the next day. Lord Krishna, the Hindu god known for his wisdom and kindness, decided to help. In Hinduism, gods can take different forms called avatars. Krishna transformed into an avatar called Mohini, a beautiful woman. Mohini married Aravan so he could have his wish.

The next day, Aravan was sacrificed to the goddess Kali. Mohini was now a widow, and felt deep sorrow, Mohini mourned Aravan’s death, crying and breaking her wedding bangles. After mourning, Mohini took the form Lord Krishna.

Every year, people gather in a village called Koovagam in Tamil Nadu, southern India
to worship and remember the sacrifice of Aravan.

The festival is special for transgender women, people born male but who live as women, who wear beautiful saris and jewellery, reenact the wedding to Lord Aravan and mourn his death, just as the goddess Mohini did.

The story of Mohini and Aravan is more than 5–6,000 years old, and reminds us that
everyone deserves love, respect, and a place in society.

Pronunciation guide

Koovigam, KOO–va–gum
Mahabharata, MAH–ha–BAH–ra–t
Arjuna, Ar–joo–n
Aravan, AH–ra–VAHN
Mohini, MOH–hi–nee



Key figures
Aravan
A brave warrior who gave up his life to help win a great battle, the son of
Arjuna and his wife, Ulupi.

Arjuna
One of the central heroes in the Mahabharata. Considered to be the best
warrior in the Mahabharata. He is the third oldest Pandava brother.

Kali
The Hindu goddess of time, death and destruction who fights evil. She helps
to bring balance to the world.

Koothavandar
After Aravan’s death, he becomes a god. His name as a god is Koothavandar.

Lord Krishna
Krishna is a Hindu god and is an avatar of Lord Vishnu, the preserver god.
He is first cousin to the Pandavas brothers and a close friend and guide for
Arjuna throughout the Mahabharata.

Lord Vishnu
A supreme god who keeps balance over the universe. He will take forms to
restore balance between good and evil. In the Mahabharata, he takes the
form of Krishna.
Mohini
Goddess of enchantment. A beautiful woman that Vishnu (as Krishna) take
form of. She tricked bad people and helped good ones. Mohini shows how
cleverness can be used for good.






Key vocabulary
Avatar
In Hindu mythology, an avatar is the earthly form of a god, who appears as a
human or animal to protect the world. Avatars come when evil rises and help
restore balance and righteousness.
Epic
A long story about brave people and heroic actions.
Koovagam
An annual festival that takes place in Koovagam village, Tamil Nadu, India,
over 18 days. The festival is rooted in the ancient Indian Mahabharata story.
Mahabharata
One of the oldest and longest epic stories in the world. It was written in India
more than 2,000 years ago and tells a story of families fighting over a kingdom, powerful gods, and lessons about right and wrong.
Reenact
To act out what happened before.
Respect
Treating people fairly, and showing that you care about them.
Sacrifice
Give up something special, often to help others or to do the right thing.
Society
A group of people who live together and share rules, ideas, and ways of life.
Transformed
Changed completely, turning into something new or different.
Transgender
A person whose gender is different to the one they were given at birth

Widow
A woman whose husband has died.
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