Kabhi Ritz Kabhie Palladium:

Coventry's Asian Cinema Scene 1940s-1980s
Background

In 2002 the Herbert Art Gallery and Museum in Coventry was awarded an HLF 'Your Heritage' grant to fund its InVisible Histories cultural diversity project. InVisible Histories aimed to diversify collections, exhibitions and events by acquiring and displaying objects, photographs and oral history from underrepresented groups. The project included work with the city's African Caribbean community, women's organisations and South Asian communities.

Partners

The South Asian strand resulted in the Kabhi Ritz Kabhie Palladium exhibition. Museum staff worked in partnership with Coventry born academic Dr Nirmal Puwar, a sociology lecturer at University College, Northampton. She received funding from the Arts and Humanities Research Board to explore how academic discourse on race and representation could inform museum working practice. The Museum worked extensively with Coventry's Asian communities and was helped immensely by the support of the Asian Mental Health Access Project.  The father of AMHAP outreach worker Jitey Samra had been a Ritz shareholder and her local contacts and passion for the project were invaluable. She was able to recognise, locate and arrange interviews with people shown in an old photograph of the Indian Film Society. 

The outreach work was very enjoyable and people were keen to share memories of a time which they remembered so fondly. The cinema scene was an excellent focus as it involved people from across the South Asian communities including Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims. The Museum developed working partnerships with the organisations responsible for the film screenings, such as the Indian Workers Association and the Indian Cultural and Welfare Society. From their members and other contacts we collected a wealth of photographs, objects and oral history. 

Outcomes

The exhibition aimed to engage the community in an innovative and enjoyable way. The focal point was a specially created film about Coventry's Asian cinema scene, featuring oral testimony, images, video interviews and classic film clips. We were conscious of the language barriers faced by some visitors to the Museum and the use of film with English subtitles was a way to overcome this. Object labels and text panels were kept to a minimum. A free 4,000 word booklet in English, Punjabi and Hindi featured many of the images and personal testimonies within the display. It functioned as an exhibition guide and memento but also included additional material. 

The display was hugely popular and received overwhelmingly positive comments, such as: 'Thank you for an exhibition that I can relate to, that connects to my childhood, my family and my roots – that affects my history and that I can share with my parents.'  Key to its success was the choice of a theme which prompted happy memories for many local Asian people. The project built strong relationships between the community and the Museum which are now being developed through collaborative work on further temporary exhibitions and the redisplay of the Museum's permanent galleries. The community is also eager to preserve and record other aspects of its history and has formed its own committee to pursue this work.  

