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1. Introduction 

Comedian, actress and writer Meera Syal came to prominence with the late 1990s radio and 
television comedy show, Goodness Gracious Me, and the television sitcom, The Kumars at No. 42, 
first shown in 2001. Both were groundbreaking in their use of humour to challenge and explore 
British Asian stereotypes and culture. Born in Wolverhampton to Indian parents, Syal’s childhood 
experiences of growing up in the area, along with her British Asian background have informed 
much of her work. Her award-winning first novel, Anita and Me (1996), about a British Punjabi girl 
and her English best friend growing up in the early 1970s, was adapted for film and stage. 
 
In this portrait, photographer Jason Bell presents Syal as a Bollywood actress. The portrait pairs 
Syal’s sari, theatrical expression and pose with the skewed and ruched painted backdrop of the 
Taj Mahal. The image alludes to the artificiality behind film and photographic production and 
surrounding social stereotypes. 

 

2. Participants 

 General visitors (adults and families) 

 Primary school pupils 

 Over 55s art group 



3. Activity 
 

Display 
The portrait sat within the context of a larger exhibition, called Wolverhampton and Me, exploring 

family history and the international links of the city of Wolverhampton. The exhibition 

encouraged visitors to reflect on their own family histories and links in other countries. It featured 

items on loan from the Mayor of Wolverhampton, whose family tree formed a focal point for the 

exhibition, alongside works from the Art Gallery’s collection on the theme of family. The portrait 

of Syal was displayed in a prominent position alongside an episode of the BBC 1 genealogy TV 

show Who Do You Think You Are? in which Syal explores her family history. 

Poetry 
Visitors to the exhibition were encouraged to write their answers to the question ‘What does 
home mean to you?’ on luggage tags, before tying their tags to rails within the gallery space. City 
of Wolverhampton Poet Laureate, Emma Purshouse, combined these responses with those from 
local primary pupils she worked with during three in-school workshops, to compose a new poem 
on the theme of Home: Wishing One and All Safe Home.  
 
Due to the COVID outbreak, the Gallery was unable to have a live performance of the poem 
within the exhibition space, as originally planned. Instead, a recorded performance was shared 
online, and copies of the poem printed and made available for visitors to collect from the Gallery.   
 
Talks 
A lunchtime art talk about the Meera Syal portrait was delivered to members of the Still Lively 
group – a local art group for people over the age of 55 which meets weekly at the Gallery.  

 

4. Outcomes and reflections 

The luggage tags activity encouraged visitors to reflect on what home means to them. Responses 

ranged from physical locations, to memories, scents and sounds, with themes of belonging and 

identity. Visitors of all ages left their comments on the luggage tags, and some left drawings.  

 

Emma Purshouse’s finished poem represented an amalgamation of over 400 responses. It proved 
to be very popular and highly emotive, especially within the context of the COVID outbreak and 
subsequent lockdown. An audio recording of the poem was shared on social media and was very 
well received, with 2,663 Facebook and 268 YouTube views. The poem was also taken up by the 
City of Wolverhampton Council communications team and shared across their channels.  

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3neUdy4hb-c

