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Foreword

The Light That Lingers 

It was 1969, and I was 20 years old when I first walked into Mehboob Studios, trembling with ambition and nerves. A burly watchman stopped me, sizing me up – tight pants, side locks, Bata rubber slippers. ‘Where are you going? You’re not allowed in.’ 

I stared him down. ‘I’m here on Mr Raj Khosla’s invitation.’ 

Something in my voice must have rung true, because he relented. I walked past him into the chaos of the studio, its air thick with the smell of paint, sweat and possibility. Stage after stage buzzed with technicians, junior artistes and booming voices. I snaked my way to Raj sahab’s office, my heart pounding as I imagined what awaited me – a college dropout seeking a place in the world of cinema. 

Inside, I found a man with a thin moustache and a disarming smile, still shaking off sleep after his afternoon siesta, which he fondly called his ‘40 winks’. It was a ritual that rejuvenated him, readying him for the long hours ahead. He sat beneath a framed image of Guru Dutt. ‘Do you know anything about filmmaking?’ he asked, not bothering with pleasantries. 



‘No, sir,’ I admitted. 

He grinned. 

‘Ah, zero is a great place to start.’ 

That was Raj sahab – the man who believed in beginnings, no matter how bleak. And with that began my journey into the world of movies, a journey that saw him rise again from the ashes of failure with Do Raaste. It was the film that not only cemented his place in the pantheon of directors but also brought Rajesh Khanna to the pinnacle of stardom. 

I remember vividly how, after the premiere, Raj sahab urged me to accompany the legendary editor Waman Bhonsle to add the iconic song ‘Bindiya chamkegi’ to the film’s tail end, ensuring the audience left on a high note. We raced from theatre to theatre across Bombay, physically inserting those precious few feet of celluloid into reels already spinning. The gamble worked; the song became the magic touch that turned a success into a phenomenon. 

With Do Raaste behind him, Raj sahab embarked on Mera Gaon Mera Desh, his first ‘Eastern Western’, shot in the rugged landscapes of Udaipur. I was a second-unit assistant director, star-struck by Dharmendra, Vinod Khanna and Asha Parekh, and overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the production. The film, another resounding success, catapulted Raj sahab back to the top, cementing his legend. 

But all great rivers twist and turn. There came a time when I had to part ways with him and carve my own path. My journey was strewn with failure – flops that nearly erased me before I began. Yet I drew strength from the memory of Raj sahab, a man who had clawed his way back from nothing and dared to rise again. 

And rise I did, with Arth, Saaransh, Janam and Naam. Success brought its own burdens, and the young man once fetching drinks for his master found himself navigating the treacherous tides of fame. 

Years later, I met him again at the Sea Rock Hotel in Bandra. My mentor. My master. The man who had once defied failure and soared was now slipping once more, this time into the shadows of irrelevance. ‘Fetch me a drink,’ he commanded. I obeyed, as I always had. 

As the party swirled around us, he looked at me and said, ‘So, how does it feel to be riding the tide?’ 

‘This is not what I asked for, Sahab,’ I replied. 

He laughed, bitterly. ‘Shut up. Four hits, and you’re still not happy. Ask me what it feels like to taste it all and then beg for just one more hit to make your exit graceful.’ 

His words haunt me still. He likened fame to starlight – a glow emanating from stars long dead, their light journeying across vast distances to reach us. ‘The light is the message,’ he said, ‘but the star, the messenger, is gone.’ 

Raj sahab is such a star. Though he is long gone, his light still shines through me. When I guide young filmmakers today, I hear his voice in my own. The wisdom I pass on to them is not mine; it’s his. They say what you teach your children, you teach your grandchildren, and so his legacy ripples outward, carried forward by those who never even knew his name. 

Raj sahab’s story is larger than my memories, larger than any single telling. He was a magician, a creator of light and shadow, a man no biography could fully capture. But I salute the audacity of Amborish who has dared to do that. 

Wasn’t I privileged to sit in the front row and witness the magic of Raj sahab? 

Thank you, Amborish, for giving him his rightful place among the greats of Indian cinema. He deserves nothing less. 

 – Mahesh Bhatt

Mumbai, 21 December 2024







Introduction

When I told my friends that I was writing a book on Raj Khosla, only the hardened film buffs amongst them showed any comprehension. Later, when I happened to post a collage of some of his songs, my inbox was flush with messages of the following nature:

‘Wow! All these songs are from his films?’

‘I didn’t know all of these are by one guy!’

‘This video gave me so much joy. It’s unbelievable. He needs to be celebrated.’ 

And that pretty much sums up Raj Khosla and the state of his legacy. He wasn’t adequately media-savvy, and didn’t get featured enough to remain in circulation, like many of his peers. But his films and their songs continue to touch lives every single day. ‘Lag ja gale’ remains the definitive love song, played in pubs to this day. When Lata Mangeshkar passed away in 2022, every single tribute featured the song. YouTube vloggers from distant countries have made reaction videos on the song, and broken  down talking about it.



 ‘Achha ji main haari’ and ‘Maar diya jaaye’ can still liven up parties. ‘Yeh hai Bombay meri jaan’, another blockbuster of a song, got a standing ovation in theatres when it was used in a goosebump-inducing scene in Nishikant Kamat’s Mumbai Meri Jaan. ‘Jhumka gira re’ and its tune was rehashed and became a rage in the more recent Rocky aur Rani kii Prem Kahaani. A stray line of dialogue from Anita (1967) went viral on Instagram and TikTok a few years ago. ‘Hai apna dil to awara’ is the eternal, calming Hemant Kumar ballad, loved across generations. ‘Jaane kya baat hai’ would easily feature among the very best of R.D. Burman–Lata Mangeshkar collaborations. Could it be a coincidence that all these landmark songs just happen to be from one filmmaker’s body of work? Of course, these represent the work of some of our best music directors and singers, but is that all?

While many of his contemporaries have had books and biographies on them, Raj Khosla has remained a significant footnote in books about Guru Dutt, including those by Nasreen Munni Kabir, Sathya Saran and Yasser Usman. The only televised interview that most Indians have seen him in was part of journalist Nasreen Munni Kabir’s documentary on Guru Dutt. But no one has ever turned the arc lights on Raj Khosla himself. Yet he’s no obscure filmmaker with one or two odd hits to their name. Raj Khosla had an enviable filmmaking career by any standards. No other filmmaker has, arguably, made so many iconic and path-breaking films. It is as if they are all from different filmographies. How on earth can the same director have made a C.I.D. and a Do Raaste? The same guy, without breaking a sweat, created Main Tulsi Tere Aangan Ki and Dostana within a span of two years. Such disparate kinds of films can only come from the stable of a director who is passionately in love with his work, and with cinema. 



But was that what drove Raj Khosla? Was he in love with filmmaking? Did being on the sets make him happy? What made him tick? In truth, Raj Khosla was quite the enigma. This book only scratches the surface and hopefully encourages more conversation on the work of this charming, talented, prolific and yet deeply troubled and melancholic director.

Like his mentor Guru Dutt, a lot of Raj Khosla’s later work was autobiographical. As with every sensitive artist, the trials and tribulations of his private life had a direct impact on his creative approach and output. As a biographer, I was intrigued: how did these sensitive aspects of his life impact his cinema? 

But no relationship exists in a vacuum – there are always other people and other lives at stake. I tried to reach out and secure the requisite permissions so that those stories could be told, but to no avail. I must respect the wishes of those involved, and have hence steered clear of naming any names or going into more details than is absolutely necessary. In the precious few interviews that Raj Khosla has given in his life, he was refreshingly candid about his follies. I’ve touched upon them without getting into specifics. Rather than chronicle his life and see how his work was affected by it, I have tried to explore his work and see if some of that reflects the person he was. 

– Amborish Roychoudhury








Prelude

Sunday, 9 June 1991.

It was the wettest day in the history of Mumbai. The Met department had never seen that kind of rainfall in 24 hours, in Bombay’s recorded history. The main headline on the Indian Express’s masthead screamed, ‘Incessant rains lash Bombay, 50 dead’. 

The city was cut off from the rest of the country. Rail, road and air traffic were paralysed. Abhiruchi Hotel, promoted as ‘the only floating restaurant in Asia’, sank to the bottom of the Ambe Ghosale Lake. A one-and-a-half-foot tall Ganesh idol was rescued from another Thane lake. It was installed on the banks and even in the paralysing rains, people thronged to offer their obeisance to the deity. Three people were killed in a house collapse in Dombivli. In Turbhe, New Bombay (now Navi Mumbai), the bodies of a man and a child were recovered from a Maruti van, which had drowned in a roadside nullah. More than 3,000 people had been evacuated.

Hard rains are a regular occurrence in Bombay. But this was particularly intense; nobody had seen anything like it in their own lifetime. It was as if god was shedding copious tears, hell-bent on delivering the full magnitude of divine sadness. On this doomsday, a family tried to transfer the lifeless body of their patriarch from Jaslok Hospital in Breach Candy to their house in Pali Hill, Bandra. It was a struggle. There was no transport available, and in the middle of a seeming apocalypse where even the living found it impossible to get home, transporting the dead seemed like a Herculean task. But they had to try.

The next day’s newspapers carried particulars of the mayhem in vivid detail. Among other news, they also reported that a giant of Indian cinema had died. 

Raj Khosla, the veteran filmmaker, had breathed his last. 
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Origins: Punjab to Bombay

On the banks of the river Beas in Punjab, there was an ancient village called Ruhela. Around the late 1580s, Arjan Dev, the fifth Sikh guru, founded a city on the ruins of this old village. He populated it suitably, built it from the ground up and called it Sri Gobindpur. After Guru Arjan Dev’s execution by the Mughals, the city changed hands and was ravaged and plundered. Arjan Dev’s son, Guru Hargobind Sahib, fought the Mughals in the 1620s and reclaimed the city founded by his father. The guru got around 40 wells dug in the city, and it became one of the most prominent and sacred destinations for the Sikh people, eventually attaining the name of Sri Hargobindpur. Later, a prominent Sikh leader, Sardar Jassa Singh Ramgarhia, used the city as his capital. 

It is believed that the sixth guru, Hargobind Sahib, brought a loyal migrant population with him to settle in this new town. These were members of the Khosla clan, who had thus far been living in other regions of Punjab, such as Talwan, Nurmahal and Rahon. They followed their guru to this place and since then, generations of Khoslas have made Sri Hargobindpur their home. But there was one among them who was destined to have a profound impact on Indian cinema and pop culture. 
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Three centuries after the migration of the Khoslas, Atmaram, an active member of the community and an enterprising young man, was getting ready to tie the knot. The bride-to-be was Saraswati Devi Bhalla. Saraswati was a force to reckon with. It is said that when she stepped out of her house, everyone was kept on their toes, because here was a woman who never failed to speak her mind. Her father, Bishan Das Bhalla, was a wealthy landowner and ardent follower of the Arya Samaj. Saraswati, though, was a devoted Sikhni who wore her kada with pride.

Atmaram Khosla held a position in the railways. Having a job in the railways commanded immense respect in those days. In the 1920s, the Indian Railways wasn’t one integrated entity. The first passenger trains started running in the 1850s, and by the 1860s, the railway network had begun to connect various cities in undivided India. A plethora of railway companies had sprung up, which only managed certain routes. One of the more prominent companies among them was the Great Indian Peninsula Railway, with its headquarters at Bori Bunder in Bombay. It connected cities such as Poona, Nasik and Sholapur. There were other such companies too, including the Southern Punjab Railway, the Indus Valley State Railway and the North Western State Railway. The railway station in Ludhiana, which came into existence in the 1870s, soon became a major junction station. It was in Ludhiana that Atmaram Khosla was posted in the accounts department. With a cushy job in the railways and a respectable family background, he was the ideal prospect for Saraswati. 



Once they were married, Atmaram and Saraswati set about building a family in Ludhiana, though they kept going back to the country house at Sri Hargobindpur – it was their pind (village) and nothing would change that. By the time Desraj Khosla opened his eyes and looked at the world around him for the first time, Atmaram and Saraswati had already given birth to three children – one son (Lekhraj) and two daughters. Another daughter, Sarla, was born after Desraj. He was the fourth of five siblings. 

Raj Khosla was born ‘Desraj’. This is the name he was known by in his close circles. To friends, he was Desraj or simply ‘Des’. It was later that the name was clipped to Raj. But his close associates continued to call him Des even after he made a name in the industry as Raj Khosla. 

Precious little is known of those early days. The extended members of the Khosla clan would keep visiting their country house in Sri Hargobindpur, and often stayed back. The Khoslas were accustomed to entertaining guests quite frequently, and their house – a palatial haveli with many rooms – just like their hearts, was large enough to accommodate everyone. ‘It had 30 bedrooms,’ Raj Khosla said in an interview many years after. ‘We could ride our horses through the house.’1 The Khoslas – particularly Raj – had a special connection with horses. He was fascinated by the beast. The haveli had its own stable and Raj learnt to ride when he was barely five. He took to it like a fish takes to water. He loved being around horses, and this stayed with him all his life. Years later, he would find ways to incorporate horses into his films. 
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Around 1928, when Raj was about three years old, the family moved to Bombay. Atmaram Khosla now had a job at the Great Indian Peninsula Railway. Bombay was transforming into a bustling metropolis. The Khoslas’ first home in the city was a rented accommodation in the newly formed Dadar Parsi Colony, set up in the wake of the infamous bubonic plague outbreak in Bombay in the 1890s. The Bombay City Improvement Trust was created in the aftermath of the epidemic, with the objective of improving living conditions and decongesting the heart of the city. All vacant lands were made available to the trust, and it opened up suburbs like Matunga for planned residences. Atmaram purchased one of these plots. He built a house there in 1935 and called it Khosla Niwas. The house still stands, 90 years later.

In Bombay, Raj Khosla attended Anjuman-I-Islam school, where he learned Urdu among other subjects. He would write and speak in it to the end of his days. His proficiency in the language drew him to Urdu poetry and its most celebrated practitioner Mirza Ghalib. It is because of his diction and command over the language that Guru Dutt would later employ his voice in one of his most iconic films.

But Raj Khosla’s hero at this stage was not Ghalib. It was someone else. Kundan Lal Saigal had imprinted his name in the firmament of Indian cinema with Pramathesh Barua’s Devdas (1935). He had had some successes like Yahudi ki Ladki (1933), Puran Bhagat (1933) and Chandidas (1934), but it was Devdas that truly consolidated Saigal’s position as a star. His streak continued with blockbusters like President (1937) and Street Singer (1938). Saigal’s voice rang through every street corner of the country. His singing was inspiring a whole generation of youngsters to take up music as their vocation. Among them were two young boys, Raj Khosla and Abhas Kumar Ganguly, soon to be christened Kishore Kumar.

Saigal was like a deity to Raj Khosla. A year before he died, Raj Khosla told journalist Rajiv Vijayakar about the precise moment of his birth in Ludhiana. He said that on 31 May 1925, when he was about to enter the world, his father was listening to a song by Kundanlal Saigal.2 While this tale may have been apocryphal – Raj Khosla was about 10 years old when Saigal became a star – the anecdote foreshadows the filmmaker’s obsession with music and with Saigal. 

The singer was one of the earliest celebrities to move to Matunga. He became a resident of Radha Kunj, in an area of Matunga called Punjabi Gali. Radha Kunj was home to several legends over the years, including actors Manmohan Krishna and Madan Puri. Saigal was a sensation, and the house soon became a beacon for film lovers and music enthusiasts. Every evening, the singer would screen films on his terrace for friends and family. He would often sit by himself and perform his riyaz. Khosla Niwas was not far from Radha Kunj. Raj Khosla would often visit and listen to his idol singing, enraptured. He later said that on one of those occasions, Saigal told him, ‘Jab tu gaayega, meri awaaz mein gaayega. When you sing, you will sing in my voice.’3 These words would prove prophetic in the years to come. 

Raj Khosla’s love for singing is well documented. His early escapades in the film industry had to do with singing. But a relatively lesser-known fact of his life is that he was well schooled in music. Pandit Jagannathbuwa Purohit took a young Raj under his wings to teach him the nuances of Hindustani classical music. Purohit belonged to the Agra gharana, one of the oldest and most prominent schools of Hindustani classical music. He learnt from Ustad Vilayat Hussain Khan and Mohammad Ali Khan. He served his gurus so earnestly and imbibed their teachings so well that he earned the moniker ‘Gunidas’. Gunidas, aka Jagannathbuwa Purohit, trained some revered names in the Indian classical music scene, including Pandit Jitendra Abhisheki, Pandit Ram Marathe and Manik Varma. This experience of learning under an accomplished maestro imbued Raj Khosla with a deep knowledge of and appreciation for Indian classical music forms, which held him in good stead. It also explains his command over singing, and the intense desire to build a career in it.

Khosla Niwas continued the legacy of the Sri Hargobindpur haveli, and the house was a hive of activity, bustling with people. Raj Khosla’s parents were always entertaining guests, either from the extended family or ‘from their village’. For Punjabi families back then, the concept of a village was expansive. Everyone from neighbouring villages, or from even the same district, had the right to say they were ‘from their village’. Atmaram and Saraswati Khosla often organized soirees for music lovers and connoisseurs. On those music-soaked evenings, young Raj was wont to pull out the harmonium and sing the latest Saigal melodies. 
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Raj was a sporty child. While horseback riding no longer seemed an option in Bombay, cricket became his preferred game. He played for the school team. In fact, cricket became such an obsession that his father had to make him switch schools. From Anjuman-I-Islam, Raj Khosla was moved to a school where cricket was off the curriculum. He was a bright kid, so academics were never a problem. 

The teenage Raj was also enamoured with the world of films, with cinema making an emphatic entry in his life about this time. Matunga witnessed the opening of a new theatre, Aurora Talkies. Over the years, Aurora would gain a reputation as the hub of Tamil cinema in Bombay, but in those early days it screened a host of Hollywood outings. This was the time when Alfred Hitchcock was coming into his own, with films like The Lady Vanishes (1938), Rebecca (1940) and Saboteur (1942). Raj watched all of them.

When he joined Elphinstone College, the youngster discovered a newfound passion for theatre. He staged many plays, acted in and directed some of them.

 Were the seeds of a career in storytelling sown in his college years? Maybe, but the idea of becoming a singer had consumed Raj Khosla. He was a devotee of the great Saigal, no less. He wanted the world to discover his talent as a singer. Filmmaking wasn’t even a distant possibility. By this time, however, the nation was in turmoil. India’s destiny was about to change, and with it, Raj’s too.
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Baby Steps: Radio, Singing and Acting

At the age of 16, Raj Khosla thought he had fallen in love for the first time. When he saw one of the girls in the village, his heart skipped a beat. ‘It lasted three days,’ he later revealed in an interview to Filmfare. ‘I used to take a detour on the way to the bazaar, so I could pass by her house. On the third day, an old man shouted, “The road to the bazaar is from there. Don’t think you’re smart, we know what you’re up to!”’1 It was one of many infatuations.

In his second year of college, Raj fell in love again. He reminisced about this in an interview to journalist Khalid Mohamed for the May 1979 issue of Filmfare: ‘Unfortunately for me and for her, she was a Muslim. She got married long ago, and settled down in Pakistan. Her father was also in the railways, so we both had first class passes.’ The college-goer and his new girlfriend would travel daily from the Victoria Terminus station (present-day Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus) to Kalyan and back. The compartments were mostly empty, and the motorman would spy on the lovebirds. He knew their fathers, and spilled some beans. The families reckoned these young lovers were too naive to fathom the complications of a Hindu–Muslim marriage. The young man was promptly packed off to another college, where he would fall in love once again. This disposition would stay with him throughout his life and would reflect in his work. 

[image: img]

Upon graduating from Elphinstone College in 1945, Raj Khosla’s first work-related adventure was at the Punjab National Bank. He joined as an apprentice at their Mandvi branch in Bombay. The job was a concession to his father, who was then the financial adviser at the state transport department.2 The banking career ‘lasted about three months during which time he… messed up once or twice the clearance of cheques, and he broke away from the bank when communal riots broke out in the city’.3

In 1947, when two nations were carved out of the Indian subcontinent, more than 20 million people were directly affected, and countless others lost their lives. Wave after wave of migrants hit the major cities, including Bombay. Some of them had walked for days and weeks, braving the elements. It was the greatest mass migration in recorded history.

Riot-hit families from Punjab, Sind and various other places congregated in Bombay, creating a pressing need to record and document every person. The government-appointed officers couldn’t have handled it alone, so young people from colleges and universities as well as fresh graduates were hired to help keep track of the refugees – where they were coming from and where they were being sent. Having left his job at the bank, Raj volunteered for the effort along with two compatriots, S.K. Kapur and Shankar B.C. Both would eventually make their way into films too. S.K. Kapur produced several films between the late 1960s and the late 1980s, including Night in London (1967) and Insaaf Main Karungaa (1985). Shankar B.C., on the other hand, became a producer–distributor of films, including the iconic Laila Majnu (1976). 

Out on the other side, in 1948, Raj was at a juncture where he had to choose between two potential careers, neither of which ended up being his calling. He was shortlisted for the Indian Army and the All India Radio (AIR).4 This was the golden age of radio. Every singer worth their salt was baptized through broadcasting before cutting their own records or albums. Singing was still important to Raj, and joining AIR seemed to be a shot at a career in music. He was recruited by the national broadcaster as an announcer at 80 rupees a month. Raj Khosla’s voice had a rich timbre and one would think that the role of a radio announcer would suit him well. Whenever he had the chance, he also indulged in some singing. The Indian Listener, the programme journal of AIR, lists one song by him, which was broadcast on the Bombay 1 radio station at 7.30 a.m. on 7 August 1948: ‘Phoola phoola phire jagat mein’, a Kabir bhajan.

There was, however, a twist to this radio tale. In the mid-1970s, when he was an established filmmaker at the top of his game, Raj Khosla collaborated with radio icon Ameen Sayani on a popular show called S. Kumars ka Filmi Mukaddama. The show revealed the fact that in the early 1950s, Raj Khosla had been with Radio Ceylon for almost a year. As Sayani mentioned later in his immensely popular show Geetmala ki Chhaon Mein, Raj would sing the songs of Kundanlal Saigal on a weekly sponsored show called Rang Tarang on Radio Ceylon. In the show, Raj Khosla also spoke about his stint in theatre. As mentioned earlier, he had developed a penchant for the stage during his college days. Bombay had a thriving theatre scene and in the early days, when he was trying to find his voice, Raj directed some plays, maybe even acted in a few. Over the course of the show, the filmmaker said that he realized that Hindi and Urdu professional theatre in Bombay could never enjoy the popularity of Marathi or Gujarati plays. He added, ‘I also realized that for good drama writing and direction, you needed to be as talented as Agha Hashar, and I wasn’t.’ He was referring to Agha Hashar Kashmiri, an Urdu playwright of immense repute. 

Around the same time, Raj also landed his first job in the film industry. It was as a double for a heroine. Now how did that happen? In those early days, some friends told the young aspirant that he could make good money by riding a horse on a film set.5 He was intrigued. It so happened that at around the same time, actor–filmmaker Bhagwan Dada was looking for a stunt double for his heroine. An outlandish scene in the film needed her to be dressed up as a bird and ride a horse. And so, Raj Khosla, in his first-ever film role, rode a horse, wearing a cape and a beak. His part was to avoid a branch hanging from a tree. He was paid 75 rupees for the stunt. 
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While Raj Khosla was on this quest to find himself, another story cooking among two young men in Poona was about to change the course of his career and destiny. One of them was born less than an hour’s drive from the country home of the Khosla family. 

In Gurdaspur, just about 40 kilometres from Sri Hargobindpur, a boy called Dharamdev was born two years before Raj Khosla. Dharamdev Anand, sometimes called DD by his friends, was fairly young when it was made clear to him how good-looking and attractive he was. His charm made girls gravitate to him and men do his bidding. In July 1943, having shed the ‘Dharam’ from his name, Dev Anand boarded the Frontier Mail to go to Bombay and become a star. In less than two years, he bagged his first film. 

Ostensibly in preparation for a life of screen acting, Dev Anand had been learning music and indulging in a little bit of theatre. He had a minor role in a play by the People’s Theatre called Zubeida. The rehearsals were held in a hall adjoining the music classes where he was learning ‘vocal music’. It was here that he met Masurekar, an amateur singer, who eventually became an integral part of Navketan Films, Dev Anand’s home production company.

  At Masurekar’s insistence, Dev went to meet Baburao Pai, a partner of Prabhat Film Company. As expected, the charmer made quite the impression and was eventually cast as the leading man on Hum Ek Hain (1946). The film introduced several talents in various departments. Besides Dev Anand, actor Rehman debuted with this film. It was also the directorial debut for Pyarelal Santoshi (father of filmmaker Rajkumar Santoshi). The opening credits also mention one Guru Dutt under ‘Dance Composition’.

Guru Dutt was born as Vasanthrao Padukone in Bangalore, but the family soon shifted to Calcutta. Dance maestro Uday Shankar’s dance dramas were often staged in the city, and a young Guru Dutt was fascinated by the performances. Inspired by Shankar’s unique style of dance movements, he wanted to be a dancer himself. With the help of some friends and his uncle B.B. Benegal, Guru Dutt managed to secure an entry into the famous dance academy Uday Shankar India Cultural Centre, in Almora. Between 1941 and 1944, Guru Dutt trained at the academy, learning various facets of dance, stage performance and lighting. 

Following the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, the foreign funding for Uday Shankar’s academy dried up, and by 1944, the school had to be shut down. Guru Dutt was crestfallen. He wasn’t sure where life would take him next. His uncle came to the rescue once again. B.B. Benegal had seen his nephew fiddling with his Bosch camera. He took the young man to Poona and introduced him to Baburao Pai. Guru Dutt was appointed as dance choreographer at the Prabhat Film Company, for 50 rupees a month. On several occasions, he doubled as assistant director, and even as an actor. He appeared as a dancer in Vishram Bedekar’s film Lakharani (1945). He choreographed the dances for Hum Ek Hain, and this was where he crossed paths with Dev Anand.

At this time, Dev Anand was engaged in a clandestine affair with a young woman who occupied one of the rooms at the guest house where he stayed while he worked in the film. For one of their rendezvous, she insisted that Dev come all dressed up as it was her birthday. The next day, as he rummaged through his cupboard, the young actor realized that his best shirt wasn’t there. It had been replaced by someone else’s shirt; the washerman must have mixed them up. Cursing the man under his breath, Dev stepped out wearing the wrong shirt. As fate would have it, he bumped into Guru Dutt, the owner of the other shirt, on the studio floor. They had a good laugh over the laundry incident, and a great friendship began. 
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Meanwhile, Raj Khosla was offered his first shot at stardom. In 1941, Chand Lal or C.L. Dheer had come to India from East Africa, with the dream of making films. For a while, he interned with V. Shantaram at his studio Rajkamal Kalamandir, as associate director in films like Dr. Kotnis ki Amar Kahani (1946). At the time, Dheer used to live in the house of Pandit Sudarshan, a renowned lyricist and writer, in Matunga, not far from Khosla Niwas.6 It was here, in the late 1940s, that Raj Khosla met Dheer. Having learnt various aspects of filmmaking under his guru V. Shantaram, Dheer was now ready to start making films of his own. He was planning a film called Raen Basera, and he offered Raj Khosla a role in it.

Raj Khosla was more interested in singing, but an opportunity to act in a mainstream Hindi film was as irresistible then as it is now. The film also got him the opportunity to sing one of its songs, making it his first break as playback singer and actor. 

Courtesy Raen Basera, Raj Khosla, unwittingly, also become the model for a personal care product. The Indian Express of 11 September 1946 carried an advertisement for Vaseline Pomade, which featured him. Raj had just turned 21 and looked very dapper. Alongside the headline copy (‘For well-groomed hair’) was a rectangular text box that screamed ‘RAJ KHOSLA IN ASHA PICTURE’S “RAEN BASERA”.’ 

There is no trace of Raen Basera today, apart from that ad and a still from the film with Raj Khosla wearing a bandana. Even C.L. Dheer’s IMDb page doesn’t list any film of that name. But the director’s son, actor Pankaj Dheer (known for playing Karna in B.R. Chopra’s Mahabharat), insists that the film was released. ‘It was definitely completed and released. Jaswant was the hero and if I’m not mistaken, Balraj Sahni’s first wife, Damayanti Sahni, was the heroine,’ he told me in a telephonic interview. Jaswant was an actor as well as a partner in C.L. Dheer’s production house,7 and he may have something to do with the fact that Raen Basera, Raj Khosla’s entry into the world of cinema, is now a lost film. Pankaj Dheer explained:

Jaswant had married Geeta Bali’s elder sister. Geeta Bali and my father were partners in seven films. There used to be a laboratory in Mahalaxmi, and most of the negatives were stored there. Jaswant decided to migrate to Pakistan. The negatives vamoosed from here overnight. My father realized much later that he took the negatives with him. By that time, Jaswant had already reached Lahore or Karachi, and we could not get to him there. My father died in 1984. Around 1988 or 1989, there was a knock on my door. I opened the door and there was an old man standing there. He said, ‘I am Jaswant… you have played in my lap as a child. Where is my friend Dheer?’ I told him that he is no more. He started crying. When I asked him about the negatives, he said they were in Pakistan. I told him, you could have left at least one print. I could have had something of my father.8

The film also prominently features in the reminiscences of Sardar Malik, who had just begun his journey as a music director and composed the tunes for the production. In such accounts, it is often mentioned that the film was released in 1947. At any rate, Raen Basera didn’t do too well, and it didn’t serve to propel the career of Raj Khosla either as singer or actor.

But the song he had sung may have opened the doors to more such opportunities. For a period, Raj Khosla worked as a singer at Ranjit Movietone, where he bagged his second playback number: ‘Madhur suron mein suno jhamela’ from Bhool Bhulaiyan (1949). The music director was Bulo C. Rani, and the film was directed by Taimur Behramshah. Raj Khosla’s rendition, while mirroring the style of Kundanlal Saigal, is uniquely his own and almost flawless. It has comedic shades and certain parts of the song may remind one of Kishore Kumar’s fun-filled ditties. Bhool Bhulaiyan has all but disappeared, but the song exists and can be enjoyed on YouTube.
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‘Madhur suron mein suno jhamela’ from Bhool Bhulaiyan (1949).







His other surviving song is testament to a relationship that churned some classics and withstood many storms. If Raj, an eventual filmmaker, joined the industry with the desire to become a singer, Madan Mohan, a composer, wanted to be an actor in Hindi films. Madan Mohan would later talk about this: ‘I had come to Bombay to join the film industry, not as a music director but as an actor. People producing films did not think of me as capable of acting.’9 But he did consider it on the cards to be a singer–actor. While playing a minor role in the Dilip Kumar–Kamini Kaushal starrer Shaheed (1948), he sang his first duet with Lata Mangeshkar, which never made it to the final cut of the film. Eventually, Devendra Goel’s Ankhen (1950) gave Madan Mohan his first film as a composer. Three people debuted with the film – Madan Mohan as music director, Devendra Goel as director–producer and Shekhar as hero. The composer employed Raj Khosla as singer and music assistant. This was an early endorsement of Raj Khosla’s deep understanding of music. The song he sang was ‘Rail mein jiya mora sananana hoy re’, which he performed along with a chorus. Written by B.D. Mishra, it’s a rather playful and fun romp about various communities travelling by train and their idiosyncrasies. Ankhen was the beginning of a friendship that would spawn some memorable songs. In fact, the first couple of songs one thinks of when the name Madan Mohan comes to mind are from Raj Khosla’s films.

None of the songs he sung were superhits, but Raj Khosla was barely three films old and he could have continued to make an effort in singing. However, one incident around this time may have turned the tide and embittered him. Raj Khosla later explained in an interview:

I came into the industry as a singer. I was with A.I.R and trying my luck in playback singing. But Mukesh and Mohammed Rafi were in their ascendency, and I couldn’t get the better of them. Sardar Chandulal Shah [the owner of Ranjit Movietones] had liked my voice very much, so he called me for an audition. We did the rehearsals but when I went for the recording, I saw Mukesh singing the song. They’d changed their mind at the last minute. I was very upset, but I later realised that Ranjit studios was on the decline and they couldn’t afford to experiment with a newcomer.10

Bulo C. Rani was the composer, he added in another interview. The song in question may have been ‘Unki gali mein aaye hum keh de koi huzoor se’, sung by Mukesh, from the album Nazaare. Mukesh, incidentally, was another ardent fan of Kundanlal Saigal. 

But this rejection was a massive blow to Raj Khosla’s ambitions. He went home and wept all night.
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Learning the Ropes

During their stay in Poona, Dev Anand and Guru Dutt had found kindred souls in each other. Both were deeply enamoured of films and filmmaking. They watched a lot of great cinema together and rode their bicycles through the lanes of Poona, looking for books and magazines on their favourite subject. When they were back in Bombay, they would go shutter-happy with Guru Dutt’s camera, Dev often posing as the model. On a particularly jovial occasion, they promised to work with each other once they had realized their dreams. While Dev was clear from the beginning that he wanted to shine in front of the camera, Guru Dutt was by now deeply entranced by the idea of creating whole new worlds on the silver screen. A mildly inebriated Guru Dutt, clinking his beer glass with Dev Anand’s, promised him that if he were to turn a director, his dear friend would be his protagonist. In return, Dev gave him his word that Guru Dutt would be the director if he were to ever produce a film.1

Close on the heels of Hum Ek Hain, Dev worked on another Prabhat film: Aage Badho (1947). The company had fallen on hard times. A few years prior, the studio’s legendary co-founder V. Shantaram had branched out to start his own venture – Rajkamal Kalamandir. Baburao Pai, who had his own company called Famous Pictures, offered Dev Anand a lead role in Mohan (1947) under that banner. He also tasked his other protégé Guru Dutt to be an assistant director in the film. The friends were once again working together. 

After the film, Guru Dutt’s three-year contract with Baburao Pai was over. He went around doing odd jobs before being hired as assistant director to Amiya Chakrabarty on Girls School (1949). This was followed by a stint with Gyan Mukherjee on Sangram (1950). Though Guru Dutt wasn’t credited in the film as an assistant director, Gyan Mukherjee did have a profound impact on him, and Dutt’s early films were influenced by the veteran’s style of filmmaking. 

While all this was unfolding, Dev Anand was collaborating with his brother Chetan Anand to lay the foundations of their own production company. Chetan had proved his mettle as a filmmaker with Neecha Nagar (1946), which became one of India’s first films to be honoured in an international film festival when it was awarded the Grand Prix at the first Cannes Film Festival held in 1946. With an emerging star actor as well as a director in the family, the venture was too good an opportunity to pass up. So, in 1949, the Anand brothers joined forces to establish Navketan Films, a new banner, named after Chetan’s newborn, Ketan. Their first outing was Afsar (1950), based on Nikolai Gogol’s The Government Inspector. It didn’t perform as per expectations. 

Navketan sorely needed a hit, and Dev was reminded of his friend and the deal they had struck. As a culmination of this promise, he now decided to hand over the reins of his next film to his old friend. Guru Dutt was still untested as a director, but his compadre had that thing that is said to move mountains: faith. The new project launched was Baazi (1951). While Dev was the protagonist, the heroine was a newly discovered Kalpana Kartik. Geeta Bali had an interesting ‘parallel heroine’ role. S.D. Burman was roped in for the music, Sahir Ludhianvi did the lyrics and Balraj Sahni wrote the screenplay. 

Around this time, branches of India Coffee House were springing up across the country, and becoming the hub of littérateurs, poets and the intelligentsia. The famous Calcutta Coffee House went on to find patrons like Satyajit Ray and Mrinal Sen, among others. It also became a very popular cultural and political institution in Kerala. But the first India Coffee House to come up was in Bombay’s Churchgate, bang opposite Elphinstone College, in the 1930s. By the 1940s, it had gained popularity, and many prospective filmmakers, writers and actors spent their idle hours there, smoking and sipping endless cups of coffee. 

It was at this coffee house that Raj bumped into Dev Anand. ‘Anyone who wanted to be in films went there,’ Raj Khosla said.2 In his autobiography, Dev describes Raj Khosla as ‘my coffee-house friend from the days I was working at the military censor office’. He adds:

Raj had a deep grainy voice and was a blind admirer of K.L. Saigal’s singing. He had also wanted to be a singer originally… Raj would often drop in at my place without notice, ask for a harmonium and sing songs that would delight us both. After having set the pace for a prolonged musical soiree, he would suddenly open the briefcase he always carried to dig out a bottle of scotch hiding amidst his numerous files, and take a swig. 3

Raj remembered the birth of this friendship a little differently. Dev and he shared family history. According to Raj, their grandfathers were coworkers, and the Khoslas may also have been acquainted with the Anands as Pishorimal Anand, Dev Anand’s father, was a renowned lawyer in the Gurdaspur area.4 One of Dev’s brothers, Manmohan Anand, who chose to adopt his father’s vocation (after he tried his hand at lyric writing for Chetan Anand’s Neecha Nagar), was at some point, taking care of the legal affairs of the Khosla–Bhalla clan. 

But it is likely that Dev Anand and Raj Khosla got properly acquainted only when they met in Bombay. In an interview given to journalist Nasreen Munni Kabir, Raj Khosla said: 

In those days, I was trying to be a play-back singer. I knew Dev Anand and one day he told me, ‘Raj, there’s a friend of mine called Guru Dutt.’ I remember that sentence, you know, ‘a friend of mine called Guru Dutt’. Dev mentioned his name casually-and to imagine that one day that name would be world famous! Dev said to me, ‘Guru Dutt is going to direct my next picture. Why don’t you become his assistant? Come on, Raj, we’ll work together, soon you’ll be able to sing too.’5

By then, Raj had dabbled in everything. He had acted a bit, and sung for some films as well, but his career hadn’t really taken off in the way he wanted it to. Dev Anand was already scaling the heights of stardom. Working with Navketan would mean learning on the job, exposure to the best filmmaking practices and, eventually, like Dev seemed to be indicating, maybe even a serious shot at playback singing. Finally, Raj Khosla agreed to meet Guru Dutt.

It was a momentous occasion, the two men meeting for the first time. Do those who shape history ever know what they are setting in motion? Did Raj Khosla and Guru Dutt know at the time that they would have far-reaching influence on the cinema of the subcontinent? But one would surmise that even without that foreknowledge, Raj was impressed by the sheer presence of Guru Dutt on their first meeting. 

He was desperate to bag the job. As he narrated to Nasreen Munni Kabir:

I met Guru Dutt and he asked me, ‘Have you any experience in assisting?’ I said, ‘Yes, I have.’ Tommy-rot, I knew nothing about film-making. The second thing he asked, ‘Do you know Hindi?’ I replied, ‘Of course I know Hindi.’ I couldn’t actually write in Hindi. I’m from Punjab, Gurdaspur, so I knew Urdu. In those days, in the Punjab learning Urdu was very common; even now you will find that many Punjabis who are over forty know how to write Urdu, not Hindi. Guru Dutt said, ‘Okay, start from tomorrow.’6

The whole thing about Urdu and Punjab is fascinating. Like Raj Khosla, composer O.P. Nayyar, too, was brought up in Punjab, hence he could read and write Urdu but struggled to read Devanagari/Hindi. The same goes for Dharmendra and Gulzar. The first thing Raj did after that meeting with Guru Dutt was to buy a book on the Hindi alphabet. He started learning the letters from scratch. By the time Guru Dutt put him to the test by asking him to copy out a few dialogue scenes from the script, Raj had already learned a bit. The perceptive Guru Dutt knew that something did not quite fit. Raj explained later: 

By that time I had picked up some Hindi. As I was writing a scene he asked, ‘When did you start learning Hindi?’ 

I said, ‘On the day you asked me if I knew the language.’ He said, ‘Fine, it doesn’t matter. Give this to Kuldeep 



(Guru Dutt’s second assistant on Baazi), let him write them out.’ We liked each other instantaneously.7

From that very first film, the learning was tremendous. Raj Khosla was ready for anything that was thrown at him, soaking in everything like a sponge. While shooting the iconic number ‘Tadbeer se bigdi huyi taqdeer bana le’, Guru Dutt entrusted him with the job of explaining the song to Geeta Bali, who had become a prominent fixture in Guru Dutt’s films; the pair had met on the sets of Amiya Chakraborty’s Girls School, in which Dutt was an assistant director. Geeta had to portray a unique situation in the song, and it was written and composed accordingly. The hero Madan (Dev Anand) is being sucked into the world of gambling. He shows unbeatable luck on the table, as the hustler Pedro (Rashid Khan) eggs him on. Suddenly, Madan sees one of the players hit a poor man mercilessly. Already unsure about this world, Madan decides to walk away. Seeing him go, anti-heroine Leena (Geeta Bali) strums on a guitar and croons:

Tadbeer se bigdi huyi taqdeer bana le

Apne pe bharosa hai toh ek daav laga le

(Through your enterprise, beat destiny

If you trust yourself, place a bet and see)

Raj Khosla later said in an interview, ‘When I began briefing Geeta, she stopped me and said, “Don’t explain anything to me. Just sing the song.”’8 The young man rarely needed more encouragement to break into song. He performed the lines in his own inimitable style, and Geeta Bali smiled. She had got it. No other explanation was needed. Raj Khosla was struck by the perceptiveness and clarity in this stunning actress. Eventually, when he was to make his own debut as a director, it is no surprise that he could see only Geeta Bali as the heroine.

Besides Raj Khosla and Guru Dutt, there is one other star who debuted with Baazi. By his own admission, Johnny Walker began working as an extra in films around 1948.9 Balraj Sahni was witness to some of his rambunctious antics and brought him in to meet Guru Dutt. He was given a small but unmissable part in Baazi. He was still known by his given name, Badruddin. The name Johnny Walker doesn’t appear on film till Baaz (1953). 

Guru Dutt was probably aware of Raj Khosla’s little acting adventure with Raen Basera, because he was given a cameo in Baazi too – the filmmaker’s oldest surviving video footage. He appears as Inspector Ramesh’s (Krishan Dhawan) superior, ‘Superintendent sahab’. It’s a short, rather simple sequence. Ramesh wants to show Madan’s case files to the superintendent, because he thinks the hero is innocent. The superintendent examines the file and disagrees. In the scene, Raj Khosla steps in confidently, sits in a chair and coolly lights a cigarette. He whips out his glasses and examines the file. Then, taking off his glasses with finality, he says, ‘I don’t think so.’ These seeming minutiae are important, because they demonstrate Raj’s comfort with the physicality of acting and the craft of cinema. Incidentally, Baazi also featured a blink-and-miss cameo by Guru Dutt. In the opening scene, when Pedro emerges from his car, we see a man sitting with his back to the camera, only turning for a second or two. This is Guru Dutt. It was his second on-screen appearance after Hum Ek Hain. Interestingly, none of these cameos – Raj Khosla’s, Johnny Walker’s or Guru Dutt’s – were credited in the film.
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Baazi was a runaway success. Though much has been made about its similarities with Charles Vidor’s definitive noir Gilda (1946), a closer examination would tell you that the parallels are only skin-deep. Only the first few minutes have similar beats as Gilda; eventually, Baazi is its own unique tale. Guru Dutt had proved himself as a director. The film was a huge success for Navketan as well. After the disappointment of their first outing, Afsar, Baazi reinforced their confidence to go on. For Raj Khosla, this was the first time that he was an integral part of an ensemble film that was also a superhit. Accepting Dev Anand’s offer to work with Navketan had paid off. He had, in the process, acquired many new friends. Suddenly, he was surrounded by a coterie of like-minded people, who also happened to be incredibly talented. 

When Chetan Anand and his wife, Uma, had first moved to Bombay in 1944, they came upon a bungalow in Pali Hill. The neighbourhood in those days was a far cry from the Beverly Hills-esque reputation that it has gained over time, what with many major film stars making it their home. The two were some of the earliest residents of Pali Hill and soon their bungalow became a landmark for a whole generation of artistes who were deeply interested in cinema, theatre and the arts. Many participated in the soirees at 41, Pali Hill, and some even made it their home. Balraj Sahni and his wife, Damayanti Sahni, alias Dammo, stayed there for a while. Among the frequenters of these sessions were Guru Dutt, Mohan Sehgal, Ayub and Nasir Khan (Dilip Kumar’s brothers), S.D. Burman, Sahir Ludhianvi, Ali Sardar Jafri, Pandit Ravi Shankar, Manohan Krishna, Madan Puri and Raj Khosla. 

Raj fit right in. He had a leaning for high literature in both Urdu and English, and was obsessed with Ghalib and Shakespeare in equal measure. In addition to a great talent for singing, he could quote Urdu couplets and verses off the top of his head. All in all, Raj had developed a charm that would hold him in good stead for the rest of his working life. 

Despite the positive changes that Baazi brought in his life, Raj Khosla was still at a crossroads. Guru Dutt wanted him to join his team for Jaal, a new film he was working on. T.R. Fatehchand of Film Arts was producing it. Film Arts had just made Buzdil (1951), directed by Shaheed Latif and written by Ismat Chughtai. The same creative team of Latif and Chughtai were also behind Dev Anand’s first big success called Ziddi (1948). Now Fatehchand was offering to produce Guru Dutt’s next project. Guru Dutt wanted his Baazi team back, and that included Raj Khosla. What was he to do? Working on this project would mean bidding adieu to Navketan, which was already showing signs of becoming a film-producing behemoth. Everyone knew the Anands were talented, and nobody seemed to have any doubt that they would make something good of it. Besides, the long-term relation with the Anands had to be considered. Mindful of their shared history, Chetan Anand had already given Raj Khosla the offer to stay back at Navketan. 

But Guru Dutt had made a profound impact on Raj Khosla. The young assistant director had turned into a gushing admirer of Guru Dutt, his persona and his filmmaking. Here was a man who was so taken up with his work that nothing else seemed to matter. Almost a saint, Guru Dutt seemed submerged in his own world, hardly ever indulging in gossip or small talk. He was obsessed with cinema and its intricacies. That’s all he ever talked about. ‘All the time, he was engrossed in trying to make movies of excellence,’ Raj Khosla said to Nasreen Munni Kabir in an interview about Guru Dutt. ‘So, he would often get lost from all the people he loved and then he would feel lonely. He was lonely, but he was never alone. He was always with his films, or the film that he was making.’10 Raj had observed him work magic and if there was one person he wanted to continue to work for, it was Guru Dutt. Besides, Guru Dutt and Raj shared an abiding love of literature and music. The choice was clear. For the foreseeable future, Raj Khosla would continue to be an inseparable part of Guru Dutt and his world.
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The Guru Dutt Years

‘He used to come home. He had a car... his parents were well off,’ the octogenarian artist Lalitha Lajmi, Guru Dutt’s sister, said of Raj Khosla. ‘He used to come in his car and pick up my brother for the shoot. He came and waited in the outer room. There was only one table and one chair, on which he used to sit. I used to meet him, bringing water and all that.’1

Lalitha was impressed by this eloquent, dapper man who spouted Urdu poetry and sang like a dream. ‘He was a brilliant man,’ she said.2 Having grown up with a legend, birthing another (her daughter, Kalpana Lajmi, was an acclaimed filmmaker), and being quite the legend herself (she was a self-taught artist who held exhibitions across the globe), Lalitha Lajmi knew a thing or two about brilliant people. 

Guru Dutt and his family were in Matunga at the time. Their flat was near Tejukaya Park, a well-known landmark in Matunga East. It was about a five-minute drive from Khosla Niwas. Raj Khosla would pick his boss up every day and drive him to the studio. During this time, Raj and Lalitha were also joint witnesses to a budding love story.



Twenty-six-year-old Guru Dutt and twenty-one-year-old Geeta Roy had first crossed paths at the rehearsal of a song for Baazi. Geeta Roy was in her prime, with audiences eating out of her hands. In the days and weeks that followed, Guru Dutt and Geeta Roy kept encountering each other at parties and gatherings. He was besotted by her ethereal Bengali beauty. Guru Dutt not only spoke fluently in Bengali, he also read its literature and was seeped in Bengali culture and music. He listened to one of her adhunik gaan (modern songs, a genre of non-film music popular in Bengal) on loop. Love tiptoed in and the two found that they couldn’t have enough of each other. 

Hopelessly in love, the pair would often set out on a drive to Powai Lake or Khandala. During these trips, their companions were Raj and Lalitha. Geeta Roy would often sing in unison with Raj. Lalitha reminisced:

They used to have some tea and pick up some jalebis and bhajiyas on the way. It was like a picnic. Allowing these two (Guru and Geeta) to be by themselves, I spent time with Raj. He used to recite poems and talk literature all the time. He used to bring books and sometimes lend them to Guru as well. Also, Raj could sing, so when we were in the car together, sometimes he and Geeta would sing film songs. It was a lot of fun.3

Raj Khosla seemed to have found his tribe. He was happy with the decision to stick with Guru Dutt. He could see his future with this man. When Guru Dutt and Geeta Roy got married on 26 May 1953, Raj was overjoyed. Leading playback singers of the time were present at the wedding reception and as Yasser Usman mentions in his Guru Dutt biography, Raj Khosla convinced them to sing one song each from a Guru Dutt film.4 



By now, Jaal (1952) – Guru Dutt’s second outing as a director – had been released. Guru Dutt and Dev Anand were constantly exploring good films from across the world. One evening, they had happened to watch Italian filmmaker Giuseppe De Santis’s neorealist classic Riso Amaro, aka Bitter Rice (1949), at the Excelsior cinema hall in Fort. It impacted both greatly. Guru Dutt wanted to make a film on it and Dev agreed to participate. The latter was enamoured of the grey character portrayed by the leading man, Vittorio Gassman. The film is about two small-time thieves Walter (Gassman) and Francesca (Doris Dowling) on the run. There, they hide among a group of rice farmers, who, despite living in penury, lead honourable lives. They run into the pretty Silvana (Silvana Mangano), who takes Francesca under her wings and teaches her their way of life. Silvana falls head over heels in love with Walter, which puts the rest of the story in motion. 
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