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Cast of Characters, in Order of Appearance

AMITABH BACHCHAN: Bollywood’s most enduring superstar. Through the 1970s and 1980s, he was known as the One Man Industry. At sixty-plus, he continues to be a box office draw.

NASREEN MUNNI KABIR: London-based documentary filmmaker who has, since 1986, made over eighty documentaries on Hindi cinema and written several books on the subject.

DHUNDIRAJ GOVIND PHALKE: India’s first feature filmmaker.

MAHESH BHATT: A prominent filmmaker best known for making raw, confessional cinema inspired by his own turbulent life.

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU: India’s first prime minister.

PRITHVIRAJ KAPOOR: A statuesquely handsome man from Peshawar who became a leading actor in the 1930s and 1940s. He spawned a dynasty of actors and filmmakers.

DILIP KUMAR: A consummate actor from the 1950s–1960s, famous as the “Tragedy King.” His understated acting style influenced a generation of actors, including Amitabh Bachchan.

MEER TAJ MOHAMMAD: Shah Rukh’s father.

GHULAM MOHAMMAD GAMMA: Shah Rukh’s uncle.

KHAN ABDUL GHAFFAR KHAN: Also called Frontier Gandhi, Khan sustained an Islamic non-violent movement and was closely allied to Mahatma Gandhi. Shah Rukh’s father and uncle were followers of Khan.

KANHAIYA LAL POSWAL: Meer’s closest friend.

DEV ANAND: An actor-filmmaker who defined style and panache through the 1950s–1970s.

BIMAL ROY: One of Bollywood’s greatest directors, who created several definitive films during the 1950s and 1960s.

GURU DUTT: One of India’s finest filmmakers, he created hauntingly poetic, angst-ridden dramas of love and longing in an increasingly materialistic world. In 1964, Dutt committed suicide. He was only 39.

MEHBOOB KHAN: Known as the Cecil B. DeMille of India, Khan made Mother India in 1957. The watershed film about a peasant woman who single-handedly raises two sons became the first Hindi film to win an Oscar nomination.

RAJ KAPOOR: Prithviraj’s eldest son and legendary actor-filmmaker.

K. ASIF: The director of the epic romantic drama Mughal-e-Azam (the Great Mughal), considered one of Hindi cinema’s watershed films.

SURINDER KAPOOR: One of K. Asif’s assistants who befriended Meer in Mumbai. He later became a producer himself.

FATIMA: Shah Rukh’s mother.

SHAHNAZ LALA RUKH: Shah Rukh’s sister.

MUMTAZ: A leading actress from the 1960s.

RAJESH KHANNA: Considered Hindi cinema’s first superstar, Khanna held the nation in thrall in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

JAVED AKHTAR: A renowned writer and poet who, along with partner Salim Khan, was instrumental in creating Amitabh Bachchan’s Angry Young Man persona in the 1970s.

AMRITA SINGH: Shah Rukh’s friend in Delhi who then moved to Mumbai and became a leading actress in the 1990s.

GABBAR SINGH: The murderous bandit in the film Sholay (Embers), widely considered one of the greatest Hindi films of all time.

DHARMENDRA: A robustly handsome man who came from a village in Punjab and established himself as a hero in the 1960s. His two sons are also famous actors.

BROTHER ERIC D’SOUZA: A priest and teacher at Shah Rukh’s school who was a seminal influence in his life.

VIVEK KHUSHALANI: Shah Rukh’s close friend and a founder-member of their school posse called the C-Gang.

RAMAN SHARMA: Shah Rukh’s close friend and a founder-member of their school posse called the C-Gang.

MANI KAUL: A famously esoteric art house director who was one of the earliest to cast Shah Rukh.

BARRY JOHN: The founder-director of the Theater Action Group (TAG) in Delhi, he was Shah Rukh’s first and only acting teacher.

BENNY THOMAS: Shah Rukh’s friend and co-actor in TAG.

DIVYA SETH: Shah Rukh’s friend and co-actor in TAG, who later became a famous television actress.

RITURAJ: TAG’s favored leading man, who later became a famous television actor.

SANJOY ROY: Shah Rukh’s friend from his theater days in Delhi. Sanjoy was the executive director of the Theater Action Group.

PRADIP KRISHEN: A filmmaker-author who cast Shah Rukh in his first film, In Which Annie Gives It Those Ones.

ARUNDHATI ROY: Renowned author and activist who wrote and acted in Annie. In 1997, Roy won the Man Booker Prize for her first novel, The God of Small Things.

SATYAJIT RAY: Legendary filmmaker who established Indian art house cinema with his seminal first film Pather Panchali (Song of the Road, 1955).

MRINAL SEN: A leading figure in the Indian art house movement, Sen is credited with having made the first Hindi non-mainstream film, Bhuvan Shome (Mr. Shome), in 1969.

SHYAM BENEGAL: A leading filmmaker in the Indian art house movement.

GOVIND NIHALANI: Benegal’s cinematographer, who also became a leading art house director.

GAURI CHIBBA: Shah Rukh’s girlfriend and, later, wife.

RAMESH CHIBBA: Gauri’s father.

TEJINDER TIWARI: Gauri’s uncle.

RAMESH SIPPY: The director of Sholay.

COLONEL RAJ KAPOOR: An army man who segued into films and television. He directed the popular television show Fauji (Soldier), which starred Shah Rukh as an army man.

LEKH TANDON: A successful film and television director who was among the earliest to cast Shah Rukh in a television serial.

SAVITA CHIBBA: Gauri’s mother.

NEERU TIWARI: Gauri’s aunt.

VIKRANT CHIBBA: Gauri’s brother.

KUNDAN SHAH: Best known for his cult classic Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro (Who Pays the Piper), Shah directed Shah Rukh in television serials as well as one film.

SAEED MIRZA: An art house film director.

AZIZ MIRZA: Saeed’s brother, who was like a surrogate father to Shah Rukh in Mumbai. He also directed him in television serials and films.

HAROON MIRZA: Aziz’s son, who was Shah Rukh’s confidant when he first moved to Mumbai.

ASHUTOSH GOWARIKER: An actor who co-starred with Shah Rukh in his earliest films and serials. He switched tracks to direction and made the Oscar-nominated Lagaan (Land Tax).

KETAN MEHTA: An art house film director who made Maya Memsaab, a remake of Madame Bovary, starring Shah Rukh.

AAMIR KHAN: The son of a famous producer, Aamir joined films four years before Shah Rukh and became a huge star.

SALMAN KHAN: A successful but controversy-dogged star, Salman, along with Shah Rukh and Aamir, formed the Khan triumvirate. The three actors enjoyed an unchallenged run at the box office through the 1990s and early 2000s.

ANWAR KHAN: Shah Rukh’s secretary/agent. He died in 2000.

VIVECK VASWANI: An actor-producer who befriended and fiercely marketed Shah Rukh in the early 1990s.

RAJIV MEHRA: A director who made two films with Shah Rukh.

RAJ KANWAR: He directed Shah Rukh’s Bollywood film debut, Deewana, which was an instant success.

RAKESH ROSHAN: A blue-chip filmmaker who directed films with Shah Rukh.

JUHI CHAWLA: A leading actress who played Shah Rukh’s love interest in several films. She was also a partner in his production company.

SUBHASH GHAI: A leading filmmaker who made several films with Shah Rukh.

NISHI PREM: A prominent film journalist who was the first to write about Shah Rukh extensively when he moved to Mumbai.

KEITH D’COSTA: A film journalist.

ABBAS MUSTAN: Brothers who directed films in tandem, with one finishing the other’s sentences.

YASH CHOPRA: Bollywood’s most successful and enduring filmmaker.

B. R. CHOPRA: Yash’s elder brother and a leading filmmaker.

ADITYA CHOPRA: Yash’s elder son, who was instrumental in transforming their production house into a globally recognized brand.

KARAN JOHAR: A second-generation Bollywood filmmaker who directed some of Shah Rukh’s most successful films.

YASH JOHAR: Karan’s father and a leading Bollywood producer who died in 2004.

SOORAJ BARJATYA: A third-generation filmmaker who set the family-values tone of the 1990s cinema with his monstrously successful films.

PRAHLAD KAKKAR: One of India’s top commercial directors who made several ad films with Shah Rukh.

AISHWARYA RAI: A former Miss World who became an A-list actress.

GULSHAN KUMAR: A prominent entrepreneur who became the Audio King of India but was shot down in an alley by the infamous Mumbai mafia.

ABU SALEM: A mafia don who terrorized Bollywood with extortion threats and murders through the late 1990s.

DAWOOD IBRAHIM KASKAR: Mumbai’s most powerful mafia don, who is alleged to have orchestrated the horrific bomb blasts in the city in 1993.

RAKESH MARIA: A leading Mumbai police officer who investigated the bomb-blast case.

MOHAN BHISE: Shah Rukh’s security guard.

CHHOTA SHAKEEL: A top player in Dawood’s D-Company gang.

SANTOSH SIVAN: A regarded cinematographer-director who worked with Shah Rukh on several films.

HRITHIK ROSHAN: Rakesh Roshan’s son, who enjoyed a stratospheric rise to stardom after his blockbuster debut film, Kaho Naa . . . Pyaar Hai (Say You Love Me).

SANJAY LEELA BHANSALI: A major Bollywood director known for his opulent, operatic cinematic style.

BHARAT SHAH: A leading financier and distributor of Hindi films, Bharat was also known as Mr. Moneybags.

NAZIM RIZVI: A small-time producer who was arrested along with Bharat Shah for having dealings with the mafia.
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Bollywood Dreams

Dreams come true in Dalton. The small, unimposing town in Georgia, mostly known as the carpet capital of the world, is a setting for miracles. Bhavesh Sheth knows that.

Bhavesh, a portly, spectacled man with curly hair and an eager manner, stands out in Dalton. He is among the handful of Indians living there; only 2 percent of the town’s 27,912 residents are Asian. Many of these are doctors, but Bhavesh is in the motel business. His father, Ramesh, runs a Super 8 Motel located near the Dalton Convention Center. It is a family business. Ramesh is the general manager and Bhavesh the assistant manager. Their wives also help to manage the two-star, 102-unit motel.

Bhavesh has never lived in India. His father emigrated in the early 1970s, and Bhavesh was born in Canada in 1974. Ramesh went where there was work. Bhavesh grew up in Detroit, Houston, and Tennessee. He visited India with his parents when money and time permitted. But in 1999, in accordance with his parents’ wishes, Bhavesh had an arranged marriage with Tejal, a girl born and brought up in Gujarat.

Like millions of Indians across the world, Bhavesh connected with India through Hindi films. His parents watched them regularly, usually on video. The grainy pirated prints couldn’t take away from the power of these fantasies. Each time Amitabh Bachchan died artfully on-screen, Bhavesh, only nine, wept copious tears. Ramesh assured him that India’s most enduring superstar was only “faking it.” As he grew older, Bhavesh continued to watch Hindi films avidly. Tejal was also a fan. Their son Kishan, born in 2002, was seduced by song-and-dance before he could talk. So when Temptation 2004, a Bollywood rock concert performed by some of Mumbai’s leading actors, came to the Gwinnett Center in Atlanta, there was little choice. Bhavesh cashed in his birthday and marriage anniversary gifts and bought tickets at $150 each. By the time he called, the best seats at $200 were already sold out.

Temptation was a typically Bollywood blend of actors lip-synching popular songs and dance performances interspersed with comedy routines and fan interactions. It featured six leading stars, each enacting a different temptation. The biggest draw was superstar Shah Rukh Khan. The two-month-long tour was sold out in sixteen cities across Europe, the United Kingdom, the United States, and Canada. Each venue, with seating ranging from 7,000 to 20,000, was packed. The most expensive tickets were between $300 and $400, but the steep prices did not deter fans. In Toronto, so many people were turned away from the gargantuan Air Canada Centre, which seats 19,800, that a second show had to be organized three days later. In London, two shows were done back to back. In Antwerp, the hall was packed with immigrants. These were Indians who had immigrated to Holland via its erstwhile colony Suriname, where Indians were shipped between 1873 and 1916 as indentured labor. Being several generations removed from India had not diminished their passion for Bollywood.

It was, as filmmaker Nasreen Munni Kabir documented in her film The Outer World of Shah Rukh Khan, Elvis-level hysteria. Fans speaking in thick American accents kept vigil in hotel lobbies at 2 A.M. to catch a glimpse of their favorite star. At the shows, weeping girls screamed, “We love you, Shah Rukh Khan!” Local organizers said they were refusing $2,000 offers for backstage passes. Time magazine’s Asian edition, which featured Shah Rukh on the cover of the Asia’s Heroes special issue the following month, reported that Shah Rukh’s bodyguard, a burly bald man with two teenage daughters, had so many offers of sex in exchange for access that it had become “disturbing” for him.

On September 3, 13,000 people filled the cavernous arena at Gwinnett Center to capacity. Bhavesh, Tejal, Kishan, and Bhavesh’s brother Rupesh drove in from Dalton. Bhavesh was carrying a printout from Yahoo! Maps in his pocket. When Tejal asked him why he was holding on to the piece of paper, Bhavesh replied, “You never know. I might go onstage and meet Shah Rukh Khan. Then I’ll get an autograph for Kishan.” A week before the concert, Bhavesh had told Tejal that he had a dream that he was dancing onstage with Shah Rukh. Tejal had laughed and remarked that there was no way that was going to happen.

They were seated twelve rows away from the stage. As part of the act, Shah Rukh selected two audience members to do a routine with him. A girl who had won a raffle contest was called first. Then Shah Rukh announced that he was looking for a man who could dance. Something came over Bhavesh. He told Tejal that he had a crazy idea that was likely to embarrass her. Tejal, by then giddy with the glamour, said she didn’t care. So Bhavesh, who weighs 200 pounds and is five foot nine inches tall, stood on his seat and started to do the Bhangra, a robust North Indian dance. Shah Rukh pointed at him and said, “You, over there, come onstage.”

The realization that he was actually going to dance on a stage with Shah Rukh Khan didn’t sink in immediately. Bhavesh stood still on his chair, confused. Was Shah Rukh calling to him or someone else? Tejal yelled, “Go before they call someone else!” Bhavesh ran. His legs were moving, but his mind wasn’t fully alert. He was in shock. Bhavesh clambered up onstage, panting, holding his heart, overcome by the intensity of emotions rushing through him. Tejal thought he was going to start crying.

When Shah Rukh handed him the mike, Bhavesh said, “I had a dream seven days ago that I would dance in Atlanta with Shah Rukh Khan. I swear to God. My wife wouldn’t believe me. She said, ‘You’re crazy, Bhavesh.’ I said, ‘Goddamnit, it’s going to happen.’” Shah Rukh listened with the indulgent smile of a much-loved deity and replied, “I’m very touched, but as a guy you should be dreaming of naked women.” Then Bhavesh mumbled, “I must do this; don’t get insulted.” And in the ultimate Indian gesture of reverence and respect, one reserved for family elders and men of God, Bhavesh bent down and touched Shah Rukh Khan’s feet.

Bhavesh spent almost thirty minutes onstage with Shah Rukh. They performed a popular dance routine from the film Devdas together. Shah Rukh asked if there was anything in particular Bhavesh wanted. Tejal’s birthday was coming up so Bhavesh requested that Shah Rukh wish her a Happy Birthday. Bhavesh also got him to sign the map for Kishan, who was sleeping by then. As the grand finale, Shah Rukh gifted Bhavesh with an autographed bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label whiskey and a round-trip ticket to any destination in the world.

Those moments at Gwinnett Center marked Bhavesh. He became “the man who danced with Shah Rukh Khan.” Bhavesh felt that he had been touched in a special way. “It is one of the biggest highlights of my life,” Bhavesh said, “right after the birth of my son and my marriage.”

Indians suffer from a particularly virulent case of movie madness. India is the largest film producer in the world, making 800-odd movies a year. Of these, nearly 200 come from Mumbai, formerly known as Bombay. They range from shoddy quickies made on threadbare budgets in twenty days to epics that feature as many stars as costume changes.

In a country mired in poverty, crowds, and oppressive heat, each day some 15 million people troop into over 12,500 cinemas to watch a movie. The demand for tickets outstrips the supply to the point that scalpers, or “black market” men, are as ubiquitous at theaters as popcorn. They shuffle near the theater entrance, muttering the increased price of the much-wanted ticket. The venue itself can differ dramatically. Large cities such as Mumbai and Delhi have ultra-plush multiplexes where uniformed servers bring caramelized popcorn to velvet seats. Villages make do with stiflingly hot tent cinemas where the audience sits on the floor and the projectionist manually rewinds the film. But the movie will nearly always be the same: an extravaganza of song and dance, in which romance, melodrama, comedy, tragedy, and action are blended, sometimes skillfully and as often clumsily, to create a unique masala mix.

The audience’s involvement with the frames flickering on-screen is passionate, noisy, and sometimes aggressive. So viewers will applaud loudly when a star makes his first entry or when a line of dialogue is particularly pleasing. They will sing along with songs and sometimes even throw coins at the screen and dance in the aisles. A successful film in India is one that has a “repeat audience,” that is an audience who watches the same film many times. Some blockbusters have run consecutively for five, even ten years. Spectators are not looking for realism in the Western sense of the word. Instead they want spectacle—a larger-than-life drama.

Classical Indian aestheticians advocated the mixing of bhavas, or emotional states, in drama. The Hindi film unapologetically mixes genres, locations, style, and tone. In Bollywood anything is possible. So the sweaty tension of a murder mystery might be broken by a fantasy sequence in which the hero or heroine dreams of gamboling on Swiss hilltops. A separate comedy track can interrupt the main plot at random intervals. The hero can, without extensive effort or injury, fight ten men and emerge victorious. The heroine will wear trendy mini-skirts and perform a seductive dance number but remain a virgin till the end titles roll. Characters and homes are impeccably groomed. Even those meant to be poor exude a carefully constructed frayed glamour. There are only two rules: There must be love and there must be songs.

Songs are the living heart of popular Hindi film. Music has traditionally been part of the Indian narrative. The great Indian epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, were written in verse. Mirch Kattika, a 3,000-year-old Sanskrit play, had narrative interspersed with songs. Bollywood form originates in theater: the high classical traditions, Urdu-Parsi theater, and folk forms such as street theater, all of which use music and song as part of the dramatic experience. Music in cinema is a logical progression.

In the 1930s and 1940s, it wasn’t unusual for films to have as many as forty songs. Indrasabha or The Court of God Indra, made in 1932, had seventy-one songs. But by the 1950s songs had dropped down to less than ten per film. Most Bollywood films average six. These songs permeate and punctuate South Asian lives around the globe. They are played at weddings, parties, nightclubs, religious ceremonies. A popular Indian way to “do time pass,” or kill time, is to play Antakshari, a game that involves singing film songs. Until the 1970s, practically the only pop music tradition that existed was film music. In India, film stars are also rock stars.

Bollywood plots are overwrought but uncomplicated. Hindi films are largely morality plays with actors inhabiting archetypes. The earliest Indian films were mythological; India’s first filmmaker, Dhundiraj Govind Phalke, who made Raja Harishchandra in 1913, came from a family of priests. The traditional Hindi film hero is invariably an avatar of Lord Ram, who in the Ramayana is referred to as maryada purushottam, the Upholder of Honor. That is, he is handsome (usually light-complexioned), upright, and without blemishes. While the hero is virtuous, the villain is immoral, and good always conquers evil. The story might include a passionate rain song (in which the leads, usually in wet, clinging clothes, are amorous) or dastardly acts of wickedness, but invariably the narrative affirms the status quo. It is wholesome entertainment in which family values and the heroine’s virtue stay intact. Hindi films present life not as it is but as it should be, which perhaps explains why they travel so well. Non-Indians, in countries as diverse as Peru, Indonesia, Greece, and Ethiopia, can connect with the songs, spectacle, and unbridled optimism. For an estimated annual audience of 3.6 billion worldwide, Hindi cinema is a necessary comfort and a collective expression of hope.

But Bollywood isn’t just a style of filmmaking. It is also a culture and a religion. Hindi films dictate dress codes, language, rituals, and aspirations for both the Silicon Valley software engineer and the villager in India’s most backward state, Bihar. Technology has helped to spread the Bollywood cult. DVD, satellite, and the Internet have cultivated fans even in countries where Hindi films are not distributed.

In South Korea, a curious ritual plays out weekly. A group calling themselves the Bollywood Lovers Club gathers to watch Hindi movies, which they themselves have painstakingly subtitled in Korean. They watch, in the club leader Kwanghyun Jung’s words, in “Indian style.” That is, they “make noise, laugh, and abuse the villain.” The club also runs Bollywood dance classes. Some of the 7,000-odd members wear Shah Rukh Khan T-shirts and drink coffee from cups with his photograph on them. Only one Indian movie has ever been released in South Korea—a Tamil language film called Muthu: The Dancing Maharaja, in 1998.

In a paper called Indian Films and Nigerian Lovers: Media and the Creation of Parallel Modernities, anthropologist Brian Larkin writes about the influence of Bollywood in northern Nigeria, where Lebanese exhibitors started importing Indian films in the 1950s. Larkin writes: “To this day, stickers of Indian films and stars decorate the taxis and buses of the north, posters of Indian films adorn the walls of tailors’ shops and mechanics’ garages, and love songs from Indian film are borrowed by religious singers who change the words to sing praises of Prophet Mohammed. For over thirty years, Indian films, their stars and fashions, music and stories have been a dominant part of everyday culture in northern Nigeria.” The Germans are more recent converts. The first Bollywood film to have a major theatrical release was Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (Sometimes Happiness, Sometimes Sorrow) in 2003. In Germany, DVDs of dubbed Hindi films are sold with the tag line Bollywood macht glücklich! Bollywood makes you happy!

In Pakistan, Bollywood has had the added frisson of being contraband. In 1965, after the second Indo-Pak war, the Pakistani government banned the import and screening of Indian films. But Bollywood is everywhere. Pirated DVDs of the latest films are available on the day of release. The press, both English and vernacular, carries reviews of these films. Even though Radio Pakistan does not play Hindi film songs, fans are up to date on the latest hit numbers, dances, fashions, and gossip. On the streets of Karachi and Lahore, Shah Rukh looms large from billboards, selling international products. His ancestral home in Peshawar is a tourist destination. Filmmaker Mahesh Bhatt once remarked that one of the reasons Pakistan will never go to war with India is because Shah Rukh lives there.

The name Bollywood, which combines Bombay with Hollywood, has long been a controversial construct. New York Times language guru William Safire traces it to crime fiction writer H. R. F. Keating, who first used it in 1976. The culturally disparaging name suggested that the Hindi film industry was a derivative of the American film industry—the Third World clone of its infinitely more powerful, artistic, and glamorous Western counterpart. Hindi film actors and filmmakers have persistently objected to it, but Bollywood was picked up and popularized by the Indian film press. The coinage passed into popular usage (in 2001, it was included in the fifth edition of the Oxford English Dictionary) and became, over the years, a global brand. Like Yoga or the Taj Mahal, Bollywood is shorthand for India.

There are many Indias. The country is the seventh-largest globally in terms of size, with the second-largest population. It has twenty-three officially recognized languages and 2,000-odd dialects. It is home to multitudes of religions and has the third-largest Muslim population in the world, after Indonesia and Pakistan. India is a nation of extremes where affluence, progress, and education are matched by poverty, backwardness, and illiteracy. Disparate centuries exist side by side. In Mumbai, the largest slum in Asia is separated only by a ten-minute car ride from a five-star hotel where Louis Vuitton bags are showcased in the lobby and meals cost several hundred dollars. Both are valid Indian realities. In his book From Midnight to the Millennium, author Shashi Tharoor asks, “What makes so many people one people?”

One answer is Bollywood. Hindi films function as a global glue, binding together Indians across gender, geography, religion, and age. This includes the estimated 20 million non-resident Indians scattered across 110 countries. For them, Hindi movies are an umbilical cord to the motherland. Second- and third-generation immigrants watch Hindi movies with subtitles because they can no longer speak the language. Bollywood is a primary and sometimes solitary link to an exotic ancestral homeland that they have heard of but perhaps never visited. In cities like New York and London, they flock to nightclubs for Desi nights, where Indian DJs play Bollywood remixes. In fact, Bollywood is no longer the shabby, slightly embarrassing country cousin that the parents insist on bringing home. Hindi films are trendy. So is India.

Shah Rukh Khan is the face of a glittering new India. He is a modern-day god. On streets in India, his posters are sold alongside those of religious deities. Shrines have been erected in his name. For Indians and the varied non-Indian lovers of popular Hindi cinema, Shah Rukh is bigger than Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt combined. Over fifteen years and fifty films, he has straddled Bollywood like a colossus. In the paan-stained studios of Mumbai, Shah Rukh’s story, how a middle-class Muslim boy from Delhi became one of the biggest movie stars in the biggest film industry in the world, is legend. So when he flicks away cigarette butts people pick them up as souvenirs. The media, in tones that aren’t ironical or mocking, refer to him as King Khan.

Shah Rukh’s home, a sprawling heritage bungalow in suburban Mumbai, has long been a tourist magnet. Buses carrying vacationers routinely stop in front of the gate. On Sunday evenings, when Mumbai, a frenetic city of 18 million people, pauses for breath, men and women gather for a darshan (sighting). Sometimes, when he is at home, Shah Rukh Khan steps out on the terrace and waves at his devotees.

But Shah Rukh’s life is more than just a dramatic show-biz success story. He is a Muslim superstar in a Hindu-majority country and his life reflects the fundamental paradoxes of a post-liberalization nation attempting to thrive in a globalized world. His story provides a ringside view into the forces shaping Indian culture today.

The rise of Shah Rukh Khan can be understood as a metaphor for a country changing at breakneck pace. During the 1990s, India underwent avalanches of change. In 1991, under the threat of imminent fiscal collapse and facing an inability to repay World Bank loans, the government introduced wide-ranging economic reforms. The centralized socialist economy was dismantled. Several major industries were deregulated and multinational corporations were allowed entry. In the same year, satellite television—CNN, STAR TV, MTV—arrived.

For fifty years since independence, India had struggled with a stagnant economy. Economist Raj Krishna labeled it the “Hindu rate of growth,” which averaged just 3.5 percent annually. India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, envisaged a “socialist pattern of society,” which would combine the best of socialism and capitalism so that Indians could enjoy both economic egalitarianism and democratic freedom. Instead, the extreme protectionism and state-controlled public sector created the “License Raj,” a Kafkaesque maze of regulations and permits that forced businessmen and ordinary citizens customarily to use bribes and “contacts” in high places. The License Raj distorted the economy and filled the markets with low-quality, made-in-India goods that were two or three decades behind the West. Factories were forced to produce goods in line with centrally mandated Five Year Plans on the Soviet model; producing more scooters in a year than the annual quota allowed for was as much of an official sin as producing fewer. In this environment, even ordinary American products such as Kellogg’s cereals and Levi’s jeans were considered status symbols. They implied that one had the money and good fortune to travel to foreign lands. America, with its vast supermarkets groaning with consumer delights, was a faraway paradise.

The reforms changed the urban Indian landscape. Suddenly cereals, jeans, and dozens of other branded products were available at the corner store. Television, which earlier featured hours of staid, government-run programming on two state-run terrestrial channels, now boasted dizzying alternatives. There were dozens of cable channels, inexpensive enough to be bought by anyone who could afford a television set. Tedious political speeches and discussions on agriculture were replaced by glitzy, titillating shows such as The Bold and the Beautiful and Baywatch. The West, with its seductive promise of modernity, glamour, and a sumptuous lifestyle, entered middle-class homes.

As India’s economic growth rate rose beyond 7 percent in the 1990s, the middle classes with their increased spending power came to the forefront. The Delhi-based National Council of Applied Economic Research, which prefers the term “consuming class,” estimated that in the mid-1990s this consuming class was 32.5 million households or 168 million people. (By 2005, experts estimated that the middle class numbered over 250 million people—that is only 50 million less than the total population of the United States.)

Globalization, and the ensuing consumerism and competition, created an enormous cultural churning. The conventional rules no longer held. Negotiating between tradition and modernity, between new desires and deep-rooted expectations, the middle class was wracked by confusion and insecurity. Stress, depression, divorce, long considered ailments of the affluent West, became more widespread. The Indian family, women’s roles, marriage, and relationships were irrevocably redefined.

These shifts were paralleled by various reactionary trends, particularly the rise of a muscular Hindu right wing. In December 1992, Hindu fundamentalists destroyed the Babri Masjid, a disputed religious site in North India. Riots followed. Mumbai, long heralded as India’s most cosmopolitan city, was torn apart by two spells of rioting. According to the government-ordered Srikrishna Commission Report, 900 people died and 2,036 were injured. Over 50,000 were rendered homeless. The patina of globalization couldn’t camouflage or quell the religious conflict, poverty, corruption, and violence that simmered underneath. A sleepy society, mired in 5,000 years of culture and tradition, wrestled with the “shock of modernity” and asked itself: What does it mean to be Indian?

Shah Rukh Khan provided one very persuasive answer. In films like Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The Brave-Hearted Will Take the Bride, also widely known as DDLJ: 1995), Dil To Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy: 1997), Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Is Happening: 1998), Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (2001), and Kal Ho Naa Ho (If Tomorrow Comes: 2003), he told Indians that an Indian could be a hybrid who easily enjoys the material comforts of the West and the spiritual comforts of the East. You didn’t have to choose between the two; the twain could meet without friction or confusion. So in DDLJ, Shah Rukh’s character, Raj, is a London-born Indian who drinks beer, wears a Harley-Davidson jacket, and is clearly a European man-about-town; but Raj doesn’t take advantage of his intoxicated heroine because he “respects an Indian woman’s honor.” Shah Rukh’s subsequent characters also reiterated this idea, that the international-designer-label exterior cannot undermine an essential Indian identity. Shah Rukh personified the new millennium Indian who combines a global perspective with local values and is at home in the world.

Shah Rukh became both the face and the catalyst of the new consumerist society; he was one of the earliest Bollywood stars to plunge into advertising. Shah Rukh rarely met a product he could not endorse. He sold everything from Pepsi-Cola to Tag Heuer watches. The commercials accentuated his screen persona and helped transform the actor into a brand.

A popular song from a film released in 1955, Shri 420 (Mr. 420), puts it aptly:

Mera joota hai Japani

Yeh patloon Englistani

Sar pe lal topi Rusi

Phir bhi dil hai Hindustani

My shoes are Japanese

These pants are British

The cap on my head is Russian

But my heart is Indian.

In 1955, this cosmopolitanism was perhaps a cherished hope for most Indians; today, it is an inescapable reality. Shah Rukh Khan, like Marilyn Monroe, is an icon for an age. This is his story.
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Peshawar: The Street of the Storytellers

The Qissa Khawani Bazaar in Peshawar is a gaudy, vibrant locality resonating with rhythms at once ancient and new. Both sides of the main road are crammed with shops that seem to have arranged themselves in no particular order. Doctors offer their services next to bookstores; cloth shops neighbor sweetmeat sellers; dhabas (roadside cafés) and kehwa khanas (teahouses) compete. Antiques, shawls, Peshawari chappals (slippers), dry fruits, and lentils weigh down the shelves. The air is heavy with noise, people, and the pungent smells of meats grilling on coals, freshly baked bread, and mounds of fresh fruit. Above the shops are residences and behind them mohallas (colonies) of tapering, multilevel houses connected by a labyrinth of gullies so narrow that in some spots two people passing each other must do it sideways.

For centuries, Peshawar has been perched at a religious, historical, and geographical crossroads. The city stands near the eastern end of the Khyber Pass, and has long been a natural stop for travelers en route to the subcontinent. Kings, armies, invaders, and traders have all passed through Peshawar. In the mid-nineteenth century, Sir Edward Herbert, the British commissioner in Peshawar, described the Qissa Khawani Bazaar as the “Piccadilly of Central Asia.” Travelers paused in the market to drink the local green tea called kehwa and exchange kissas, or stories. In the past, professional raconteurs enthralled large crowds. The name Qissa Khawani Bazaar means “the street of the storytellers.” It is fitting that some of Indian cinema’s biggest names, whose stories have seduced generations, trace their roots to this space.

In a mohalla called Dahkki Nal Bandi stands the house where Prithviraj Kapoor once lived. Prithviraj, a statuesquely handsome man, left Peshawar when he was only twenty-two, traveled two days and nights to Mumbai, and became a leading man in the 1930s and 1940s. He spawned a dynasty of actors and filmmakers. Four generations of Kapoors have fashioned Hindi film fantasies.

Less than five minutes away, in Dooma Gulli, is the house where Dilip Kumar was born. His father, a fruit merchant, shifted to Mumbai in the early 1930s, but every two or three years the children traveled back for holidays. They stuffed themselves on delicacies like balushahi and salone kulche and spent hours playing games in the eerily dark tehkhana (basement). In 2000, when Dilip Kumar, now a worshipped Hindi film actor, returned to this home, he wept and pointed to crevices under the stairs where he hid money as a child. Within walking distance of both these homes, at the end of a narrow lane in the mohalla Shahwali Qatal, is house number 1147, where Shah Rukh Khan’s father, Meer Taj Mohammad, was born in 1928.

Meer was the youngest of six children. He had four brothers and one sister. His father, Mir Jan Muhammad, was a formidable man who was over six feet in height—so tall that when he died there was no bed in the house large enough to carry him to the burial ground. Meer was the baby of the family. His siblings pampered and protected him. “Yeh sona puttar hai” (He is a good son), his elder brother Ghulam Mohammad Gamma often remarked.

The family was in the bamboo trade, but business often took a backseat. Like thousands of ordinary Indians, they were caught up in a more epic struggle: the fight for Indian independence. Meer and his brothers were followers of Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, also called Badshah Khan. Badshah Khan was a political ally of Mahatma Gandhi.

Though Peshawar eventually became part of Pakistan, the city has always been closer to Afghanistan in topography, people, and culture. It is home to the Pathans, a physically imposing people known for their brute strength and endurance; a legend in the area goes that Pathans with a blue birth mark on their back are the direct descendents of the Mongolian emperor Genghis Khan.

Traditionally, Pathan culture glorifies martial prowess, but Badshah Khan inspired and sustained an Islamic non-violent movement, earning the title of “Frontier Gandhi.” Badshah Khan’s Khudai Khidmatgars (Servants of God), or Red Shirts, as the British called them, supported the Indian National Congress. The British troops tried to provoke the Pathans into violence—they were jailed, flogged, and tortured—but Badshah Khan’s non-violent soldiers stood firm. In 1937, when provincial elections were held, a coalition government of the Red Shirts and the Congress Party was elected. The province was the only Muslim majority state in which the Congress had significant power.

Meer’s elder brother Gamma was a respected political leader. He was a tireless worker organizing anti-British protests and rallies. Meer himself was an in-demand orator—his fiery speeches in Urdu attracted as much attention as his dashing movie star looks. In August 1942, the Congress Party launched the Quit India movement, which demanded the immediate end of British rule. The party called for non-violence, but when the government arrested most of the Congress leaders including Nehru and Gandhi, the agitation turned aggressive. Bombs exploded, government buildings were set on fire, and there were mass arrests. Almost a thousand people were killed and 60,000 arrested. Among these were Meer and Gamma. Meer, then enrolled at King Edward College, was in and out of jail for the next two years. Though none of the other siblings had even finished high school, they encouraged Meer to study. Concerned that the political and social unrest would adversely affect Meer’s education, his brothers sent him to Delhi. In 1946, Meer enrolled as a law student at Delhi University.

A year later, on August 15, 1947, India became an independent nation. But the euphoria of freedom was stained by the bloodshed of Partition. In five weeks, Sir Cyril Radcliffe had carved Pakistan out of Punjab and Bengal and laid the foundation for decades of animosity and tragedy. In the months before and after Independence, an estimated 11 million people crossed the borders in both directions: Hindus and Sikhs fled to India from Pakistan while Muslims abandoned their ancestral lands and trudged to their new home. A Delhi paper, the Hindustan Times, reported: “Near Amritsar 150,000 people are spread 60 miles along the road. It is perhaps the greatest caravan in human history.” It was also one of the bloodiest. Massacres, looting, rapes occurred on both sides of the border. Hundreds of thousands were killed. The birth of two nations was marred and marked by mass murder.

Overnight, Meer became a man without a country. When Lord Mountbatten, the last British viceroy of India, had announced Partition, Badshah Khan was among the few leaders who had supported Gandhi’s objections to the Two-Nation Theory. Both men had assessed correctly that cleaving the country on the basis of religion would only intensify communal violence. The Pathans, though Muslim, wanted to remain part of India, but the landlocked province was handed by the British to Pakistan. Badshah Khan, said the Congress, “had surrendered the Pakhtoons to the enemies in helpless condition.” Shortly after independence, he was charged with being pro-Hindu and imprisoned by the Islamic government in Pakistan. His followers, including Meer’s family, were forcibly scattered through the country. Gamma would spend the next seven years in prison. Meer’s name was also on the blacklist of Red Shirt freedom fighters and he was barred from entering Pakistan. He could never go home again.
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