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INTRODUCTION



Driving down the Holloway Road in London mindlessly listening to someone on the radio talking about curry, I was jolted out of my reverie when I thought I heard them say that the first person to cook a curry for Queen Victoria, Empress of India, was an Indian Muslim manservant who was also not only her most intimate confidant but her spiritual advisor. Could I have heard this correctly? An Indian Muslim manservant who had been a common scrivener in an Agra gaol had become the mentor of the most powerful person on Earth, teaching her Urdu and the Koran? How was this possible? How come I’d not heard of it before?


I leapt out of the car and listened to the whole thing again on iPlayer, not quite believing my ears. I rather incredulously told the story to my wife, the film-maker Beeban Kidron, and a couple of days later we were sitting with Shrabani Basu, the person I’d heard on the radio, who had just finished writing a book about it all.


Shrabani had been researching the history of curry when she came across the story of Abdul’s relationship with Queen Victoria. When the Queen died, Abdul became persona non grata and was exiled from Britain. All documentary evidence of his relationship with the Queen was burned, including her thousands of letters to him. But following the story back to Agra where the unfortunate Abdul was finally forced to retreat, Shrabani discovered a number of his private journals, which he’d smuggled out of Britain. Her discovery of Abdul’s own writings, long thought to have been lost, gave unprecedented access to the story.


Beeban persuaded Shrabani to entrust the resulting book to us, and I went off to write a script.


The story is rich in so many ways: the outsider who upsets the order of things, the dying monarch, the dying Empire. But what amazed me most was that Victoria herself stood up against the profound racism and condescension of the household and her family, and championed not only the man but his religious beliefs. The fear of Islam that blights us now was no different then, and I quickly recognised this was a story as pertinent today as it ever had been.


To be frank, as a convinced republican I knew very little about Victoria, but the more I found out the more fascinated I became. The ironies and absurdities were just so delicious. The fact that the Queen was made Empress of India after the Mutiny yet could never visit because she’d be assassinated astonished me. The descriptions of the gargantuan meals she was expected to consume were equally amazing. Almost everybody who came into close contact with her wrote a memoir at some point and reports of her indecorous table manners made me laugh out loud. I realised the whole thing was grand comedy.


Abdul was pilloried in almost all contemporary commentaries for being some kind of usurper: a self-interested Svengali out to dupe the Queen. But it was clear to me that the Queen was no fool and the story becomes much more interesting when you take Abdul as seriously as Victoria did. Far from being an Indian Tartuffe, Abdul seemed more like an innocent abroad. If anything he was an ‘Uncle Tom’ who received rather rough justice for misjudging the institutional racism and malevolence at the core of the Empire.


Yet at the heart of it all is a love story between an eighty-year-old woman who happened to be the richest and most powerful person on earth and a young Indian nobody. It seemed to speak about all the contradictions of power. When one examined it carefully it became less and less clear who was the master and who the slave. Ultimately India gained independence and, certainly in my version of events, the Queen receives some liberatory transcendence because of Abdul’s good offices. So although this is in part a sad tale of racism and an indictment of empire it is also, potentially, a hopeful one where simple kindness and love can disrupt some of that manifest iniquity.


Beeban introduced me to Stephen Frears, whose beady eye for the preposterousness of any convention and his generally wicked sense of irony was a perfect match for my ‘subaltern’ take on the pretensions of empire. He immediately announced that the film was impossible to make without Judi Dench, which rather put the kibosh on everything as Judi had already played Queen Vic and is famously disinclined to revisit old roles. Undeterred Stephen went off to visit Judi and came back with the news that she’d read the script and was officially on board.


Judi is every writer’s dream. Her wit, warmth, humour, absolute skill and perfect taste were simply thrilling to watch every day. Then to see Ali Fazal rise to meet the formidable challenge of matching her was a wonderful thing. Indeed, Stephen put together an astonishing cast of actors who seemed to perfectly understand that although this was a comedy it must be played with an emotional truth, and so, of course, it was all the funnier.


Inevitably a final film is never the same as the initial screenplay. Certain things work on the page but less so when they are fully inhabited. Our boredom threshold reduces when we watch things rather than read them, a look can say as much as a whole scene, the order of events can sit better back to front . . . But in this case the film is not so very different from the screenplay. Largely what I’d written is what’s up there, so I decided to publish the script we took into the shoot rather than a simple transcription of the movie. What always interests me are the details that were shot but didn’t make it into the final cut, the storylines that had to be trimmed, the little revelations which add substance or depth to a character. So here it is – warts and all.


There are too many people to thank individually but I have to doff my cap to Stephen Frears who really stuck by the story, Shrabani Basu who entrusted us with her very precious book, Tracey Seward and Melanie Oliver without whom we’d have been nowhere, and Eric Felner, my friend and long-term collaborator, who made the whole thing happen.


But I’d like to dedicate this book to Beeban who saw the script and film through every single step of its journey. And to the memory of Tim Pigott-Smith. I delighted every day in his brilliance on set and his immense kindness off it. A truly lovely and remarkable human being.


LH, August 2017
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SCREENPLAY



Words appear on screen:


AGRA, 1886
BRITAIN HAS FORMALLY RULED INDIA
FOR TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS


INT. ABDUL’S ROOM, INDIA


A darkened room. Someone is moving in the darkness. Then the shutters of the room are thrown wide open and the blinding light reveals: Abdul, twenty-four, smiling into the sun – we hear sound of the muezzin’s call to prayer in the distance.


EXT. ROOF TOP, AGRA


Abdul praying in the glorious sunshine. We see all of Agra below him, the Taj Mahal in the distance.


EXT. STREET, AGRA


Abdul rushes out of a squalid doorway into the bustle of the street. As he hurries through the jammed streets he acknowledges people as he goes, making his way past the lame and sick, through crowds, spice stalls. Suddenly he accidentally bumps into a white colonial officer:


OFFICER


Idiot!


The officer has already turned away so Abdul hurries on through the dusty streets.


EXT. AGRA GAOL. THE SAME


Donkeys, a dog pisses on the wall. Abdul hurries in.


INT. AGRA GAOL


Abdul bows to the guard enthusiastically. The lugubrious guard unlocks several locks on the rusting iron gate. The door slams shut.


Abdul hurries along the corridor. We see pitiful inmates, all at looms making carpets, watched by bored, unshaven guards.


Abdul rushes to his high desk and starts on the Sisyphean task of compiling the prison ledgers with huge concentration. Abdul looks up to see the prison guard.


GUARD


Tyler wants to see you. Now.


INT. TYLER’S OFFICE. THE SAME


A faded, mildewed monochrome of a young Queen Victoria on the wall. Abdul is underneath looking nervously at Tyler, the Prison Governor.


TYLER


Ah, Mr Karim. I wanted to speak to you about the carpets we sent to the Exhibition.


ABDUL


There is problem, sir?


TYLER


No. No. The carpets went down very well. In fact the Governor General has received a letter from the Royal Household thanking him personally. The whole thing’s been such a success he has decided to present the Queen with a mohar as part of the Jubilee.


ABDUL


A mohar, sir?


TYLER


A mohar. Apparently it’s a sort of ceremonial coin, rather like a medal. I have been asked to find someone tall to present it. Well, you’re the tallest person here.


ABDUL


Mr Tyler! When will she be arriving, sir?


TYLER


Not in Agra. In England.


ABDUL


England?!


TYLER


You’ll present the mohar at an official function. Like an equerry.
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