EAST IN WEST

Asthe UK Asian Film Festival opensin b
London, Ranjita Ganesan delvesintothe 7
diaspora’s experience with cinema :

heuncomplicated merits of

Bollywood cinemabecome better

apparent within the ashen, all-

too-couth precincts of English

cities. Three weeks after moving
toLondon, I found myself decisively typing
the words “badtameez dil” into YouTube. The
song, as hoped, provided an artificial boost of
energy almost as good asany over-the-
counter vitamin.

Forthe roughly three million South Asians
in the United Kingdom, many of whom have
lived here for generations, films from the
subcontinent serve a far more significant
purpose. They offer away to construct and
carry on culture; to make ahome away from
home. Overtime, Indians here have shaped a
distinctidentity rooted in both British and
Asian cultures. Asit followed, London came to
be considered another home for Bollywood.

Six decadesago, first-generation
immigrants had to hire cinemas once aweek to
show Hindi movies. Around the 1970s, with
hopesoftapping into eager audiences, the
business community started its own cinema
houses. Duringthis phase, as British writerand
filmmaker Shakila Maan notesin ablogentry,
“popcornwas replaced by samosas and masala
chai.” Thatwasshort-lived, asthe venues
would eventually succumb to onslaughts from
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VHS tapes and more recently, multiplexes and
theinternet.

Itwassoon common towatch filmsathome
with family and friends. Maan writes that some
resourceful salesmen even rented out video
machines with a package of three films for
weekends, while others offered home
deliveries. Assuch, by the 1970s, video mach-
inesowned by British Asians was on a par with
video players owned by householdsin Japan.

Thewest Londonborough of Ealingin
particular sharesalonghistory with South
Asian cinema. At the core of Southall market
stands Himalaya Palace, equal partscharming
and confusing. Builtin the 1920s by English-
man George Colein the Chinesesstyle (inclu-
dingapagodawith dragon details), it was boug-
htby an Indian who showed Bollywood films

there foradecade, before shuttingshop in 2010.
The clothing and jewellery store owners who
workin thatbuildingtoday havelittle patience
fornostalgia. Owners of nearby DVD shops,
while partly responsible for theiconic theatre’s
decline, are more forthcoming with memories.
One ofthem, known simply as Sunny, recalls
Madhuri Dixit, Amitabh Bachchanand
namesake Sunny Deol visiting itin itsheyday.
DVDbusinesses too have shrunk from as many
as30tojustthree, buttheystill find customers
inolder membersofthe diasporawho have not
keptupwith online streaming.

Asthe main Asian shopping centreinall of
England, Southall, or Little India as some call
it, draws visitors from across the country. The
salesman Sunny says Indian buyers prefer
modern stories like Ae Dil Hai Mushkil or PK
while shoppers from
Pakistan or Afghanistan
diasporas swear by more
traditional filmslike Ram
Leelaand Devdas. While
we speak, someone
purchasescollections of
Mohammad Rafiand RD
Burmansongs. These
storesseemstuckinthe
1990s, playing old staples
like “Ghoonghat kiaad se”
ratherthan new tunes.

Accordingtosome
accounts, longbefore

f:gg:(’:;‘;};gr t:)l;': Himala}ya I?alace, an
from Ajji, erstwhile cm'er.na-place
Boogie Man, named Dominionhad
Lights Arose beenused by theIndian
and Village Workers Association
Rockstars (IWA) in the1950s for

publicgatherings, live
music shows and performances by Indian stars
including Helen. They even hosted wrestling
matches between famous wrestlers from India
andlocaltalent.

verineast London’s Brick Lane —another

major South Asian neighbourhood —
what was earlier Mayfair Cinemabecame Naz
Cinemain1967.Itscreened Hindi films and
onceinvited actors Dilip Kumar and Vyjayan-
thimala. Business wound down in the 1980s, as
videorental and sale shops sprang up all over
theneighbourhood. One exclusively Asian cin-
emaremainsactivein East Ham — “Boleyn”,
which wasstarted in 1995. The modest art deco
venue has two screens showing amix of Hindi
and regional language movies.

The filmsstir the interest of non-Asian
audiencestoo; afewlarge chainslike
Cineworld and Odeon make space for big
Indian and Pakistani releases, universities
have well-attended Bollywood club nights, and
institutions such as British Library and
Victoriaand Albert Museum hold discussions
onthese filmindustries.

For migrantIndianslike Aastha Mantri, a
professional economist who moved to London
eight years ago, Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham
and Jab We Met have nostalgic value. “Iwatch
themwhenIhaven’tbeenbackhome fora
while orwhenIhavejust returned.” The
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moviesalso help connectvarious minority
communities. Inthebook Transnational
Childhoods, Benjamin Zeitlyn notes that Hindi
dramasand Bollywood movies, which are
popularinboth London and Bangladesh, are
abletounite Bangladeshis with other
transnational South Asians.

Second-and third-generation residents
familiarised themselves with Indian
languages, religion, fashion, and music
through film. Where Indian movies began
including UK in their narratives in the 1990s,
several writer-directors such as Gurinder
Chadha (I'm Britishbut...,Bend It Like
Beckham) and Farrukh Dhondy (Tandoori
Nights)in UK told stories about the diaspora
experience from the 1980s.

iscussions on various aspects of film-
Dviewing and filmmakingamongSouth
Asiandiasporasareatthe centre of thisyear’s
ongoing UK Asian Film Festival. Adocumen-
tary produced by the organisers, Memories
through Cinema, uses multiple perspectives to
painta picture of how classics such as Mother
India and Sholay were screened in the cinemas
of Brick Lane and Southall.

The festival’stheme, ashad been duringits
inception, is female-driven stories. Founder
Pushpinder Chowdhry saysshe started the
event 20 years ago with the intention of going
beyond Bollywood and encouraging films
aboutand by women. In UK, independent
cinemais yetto capture the kind ofaudience
that big Bollywood or classics like Satyajit Ray
films from the archive enjoy. “Itisastruggle to
attract money, resources and interest,”
observes Chowdhry.

Inthefestivalline up is Danny Ben-Moshe’s
Shalom Bollywood, which documentsthe
contribution of Indian Jewish actresses like
Sulochana, Pramila and Nadirawho tookon
lead rolesin early cinemawhen it was frowned
upon for Hindu women todoso. Amongthe
fiction features, Cake, a family drama from
Pakistan starring Sanam Saeed and Aamina
Sheikh appears promising; asdoes Rahat
Kazmi’s Side A &Side B,inwhich agroup of film
loversin Kashmirband together in difficult
circumstances to make amovie.

Another highlight will be ascreening of
Conrad Rooks’s Siddhartha, with Simi Garewal
and Shashi Kapoorinthelead. The artful 19970s
release, featuring aniconic nude scene that
ruffled feathers in the Indian censor board
then, isbased onthe Hermann Hesse novel. It
traces young Siddhartha’s (Kapoor) search for
meaning, whichleadshimtoholymenanda
courtesan (Garewal).

Garewal hasbeen invited for interactions
withtheaudience, and to payatributeto her
late co-star. Also a special guest is Pakistani
actress MahiraKhan, travelling with her 2017
film Verna. Notably, away from the
subcontinent, art and artistes from Indiaand
Pakistan are able toshare public space without
facing heat from political quarters.

For details of the UK Asian Film Festival, which is on
across venues in the UK until March 25, visit
tonguesonfire.com



