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An Actor Nonpareil




Nahi karoonga kahaani poori. Aadhi chhod jaaoonga beech mein. I will not complete the story. I will leave it halfway.


– Madaari, 2016





Some lines are prescient. On 29 April 2020, Irrfan Khan left his story halfway. In his passing, the world lost an actor nonpareil.


This was not the way it was meant to be. His journey was one of a kind – from television in the late eighties and nineties to his first steps in cinema in the new millennium; his gradual climb from bit parts to lead roles written solely for him; from films that were on the fringes of Hindi cinema to moving front and centre, all the while challenging, slowly but surely, the definition of the mainstream, and of stardom.


Irrfan gave us unalloyed joy, the kind only a true performer can. In his best roles, you could not see Irrfan. What you got instead was the character, full-bodied, believable, built with the exquisite awareness of the self and the other. These were parts which had provenance, a rare quality in Hindi cinema. When we meet characters essayed by Irrfan, we implicitly become aware of their histories – and some of those characters walk out with us when the film ends.


There is no doubt that he was an actor who filled us with pleasure. But was Irrfan a star? He made us grapple with this question much more seriously than anyone who came before him. This was not, and is still not, a rhetorical question. Mainstream Hindi cinema thrives on the star–actor binary. Most stars rely upon their charisma to get the job done. Unlike such stars, great actors are not automatically offered great movies which have the potential to go big; that space is still a work-in-progress, but Irrfan gave it an unparalleled boost.


Whether they are from Hollywood or Bollywood, stars tend to choose films that ride on their stardom and burnish it. Stars do starry stuff; their ‘market’ mandates it. Experimenting with their ‘image’ isn’t something risk-averse mainstream film industries veer towards. What if die-hard fans turn their back on the film and it turns into a resounding flop? True actors like Irrfan, on the other hand, gravitate towards films which give them a chance to hone their craft, spread their wings, explore yet another facet of life through story and performance.


With each film, Irrfan was pushing boundaries. He was creating a space for himself, filling it with the enticements that got people to buy a ticket for an ‘Irrfan film’, and there came a time when Irrfan blurred the lines between actor and star – another of those rarities in Hindi cinema.


Once you get there, you change something. You are no longer confined to films made on a small canvas. Big producers are willing to take a punt on you because you bring the crowds in. You become a boon for smart screenplay writers, who are always looking for opportunities to create something original. It’s a win-win.


The last actor who managed to do this was Amitabh Bachchan. And before that, to some extent, Dilip Kumar. Consummate actors, towering stars, their films had huge cultural footprints. They changed the script, the groundswell of opinion and, as a consequence, the industry. The three Khans – Aamir, Salman, Shah Rukh – who grabbed our attention during the end of the eighties and the early nineties (when Irrfan, stuck in his TV rut, was struggling to break into the movies) became superstars before they could start shifting a few registers here and there.


But Irfan Khan, who added an ‘r’ to his first name and dropped his surname, worked to ensure that he was no prisoner of any image. Singlehandedly he lifted the status of ‘character actors’; he became that actor who made us fall in love with his characters. He managed to do the near-impossible – create a magnetic hold over his audience despite being a chameleon. He could become anybody, and he could keep us watching.


When he was diagnosed with an incurable endocrine cancer in 2018, it must have been a cruel blow, as he was, at that time, right on top of his game. He had breached the box-office barrier, finally, with his 2017 dramedy Hindi Medium, breaking into the so-called ‘100-crore club’. With that, he was finally the actor who could ‘open’ a Friday. That was all it took for big-studio Bollywood – which keeps a sharp eye on the films that make money – to fully wake up to him. If he could do this with a film which had a distinctly indie spirit, what would he have achieved if given a bigger budget, bigger play, and the promise of a big opening?


If he was still around, Irrfan would have changed the rules of the game.


There was no one quite like him. As we mourn his loss, and feel his absence keenly, it’s becoming quite apparent that there may never be. Sure, there are superlative actors in the Indian firmament, but someone like him, who held within his self a multitude of selves, and presented them with great empathy and assuredness, may be hard to find.
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Recounting Memories




Remember that you and I made this journey together to a place where there was nowhere left to go.


The Namesake, 2006





The idea of the book came from my friend, the literary agent Mimi Choudhury, who called me in May 2020, a month after Irrfan’s passing. The world was reeling under the pandemic. The first of the stringent lockdowns had begun. We were in our homes, unable to let off steam or process the devastation caused by the Covid-19 virus; people were dying and vaccines were still some ways off. It was a time out of time.


Despite knowing about the gravity of Irrfan’s illness, we had hoped that he would overcome it, and feel well enough to be back on set again, doing what he did best. But it was not to be. His death unleashed unprecedented waves of grief; it was as if someone close to us had gone.


After several rounds of conversations, Mimi and I hit upon some clarity. The book would be from the perspective of a long-time film critic, someone who had seen him in the movies since the beginning of his career, and would be able to put into context his extraordinary journey, and what it meant for the Hindi film industry.


It was then that I thought of a book of conversations, with his family, friends, co-stars, and collaborators in the film industry. These would be people who had known him closely, as well as those who would be able to give us an insider’s view of how the industry functioned, and how it responded (or not) to an actor like Irrfan.


My knowing of Irrfan was limited to his films. I met him just once, very briefly, on a set; there was time only to exchange pleasantries. And so, I was very interested in understanding what these others made of him, and use their insights to build a composite picture of the actor and his terrain, through what I hoped would be leisurely, informal, anecdotal conversations.


To my delight, almost everyone I reached out to said yes, without any reservations. The pandemic meant that most people were home and not out shooting. They were unfailingly generous with their time: the conversations took place over Zoom, and most stretched out to an hour or more. The result was an outpouring of love, respect, and grief – subdued in some cases, more apparent in others. As I listened, a detailed picture of Irrfan’s many facets began to emerge – actor, star, entertainer. Husband, father, friend. Artist, thinker, nature lover.
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TV Beginnings




Kismat ki ek khaas baat hoti hai, ki woh palat-ti hai. There’s one thing to be said for fate and fortune: it changes.


– Gunday, 2014





For a hard-to-please critic whose viewing life is significantly more full of soul-sapping duds than satisfying sagas, Irrfan was a joy. Even in his indifferent or plain bad films – he did several where you catch him repeating a look or a gesture – you could see he was striving to surprise. People who knew him well speak of his tendency to get bored (as some of his directors and co-stars attest in this book) all too quickly. Perhaps this is what pushed him to dig deep into the part, to find a distinctive sur (note) while exploring that key question that plagues the best performers – what makes this character tick – because clocking that crucial aspect is the way to distinguish one part from another.


When you do a series of cops or crooks – as he did in several of his mainstream Bollywood forays – as well as other more distinctively written roles, the challenge lies in building in those differentiators that would make the audience take notice. Coming upon such singularities became key to savouring an Irrfan performance.


That he was going to be someone special was quite evident from his early days. You may have caught only a glimpse of him in Mira Nair’s Salaam Bombay! (1988), after his part as a slum boy was scrapped from the film ‘because he looked so much older than the others’, as Nair recalled during our conversation. It was as blink-and-miss as a role can be, but you remember him. He appeared in just a few episodes in Shyam Benegal’s landmark epic Bharat Ek Khoj (1989) on state-run Doordarshan – at the time India’s only TV channel – and managed to hold his own in a crowded frame.


In Banegi Apni Baat (1993–97), an extremely popular Zee TV series about modern families navigating the confusing strands of a newly liberalized India, he plays a husband and father, a man older than himself. The series was written by Sutapa Sikdar, Irrfan’s wife, and it became a hallmark of new-age TV fiction, a much required antidote to the stodgy programming on Doordarshan.


But the series that turned out to be a godsend for Irrfan was Bestsellers (1999–2000) on Star TV, another new channel which started amassing eyeballs with its trendy programming. An anthology of stories based on literary works, Bestsellers was the brainchild of Shailja Kejriwal, who had recently joined Star. Now a veteran media maven, Kejriwal remembers those ‘fabulous, crazy times’, so full of ferment and excitement, where they became ‘a tribe’ going full tilt at creating something original. Not only Irrfan, but a host of names which would soon become well known were on the Bestsellers roster: Tigmanshu Dhulia, Imtiaz Ali, Sriram Raghavan, Anurag Kashyap, Hansal Mehta, Anup Singh, among others.


Despite its massive popularity, the series came to an abrupt end, as it failed to become a money-spinner. Television’s loss was cinema’s gain. The noughties were different not only because Bollywood was being forced towards novelty, but also because these fresh entrants did not hail from film families with their built-in safety nets; they came armed only with the confidence of those who have nothing to lose, bent upon changing the world. And they did. These new filmmakers began fashioning a new idiom, and Irrfan was right there, hungry, waiting.
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Arriving in Bollywood




Yeh shehar humein jitna deta hai, badle mein kahin zyada humse le leta hai.


What this city gives us, it takes away in spades.


– Life in a . . . Metro, 2007





For perspective, Salaam Bombay! released the same year Aamir Khan broke out in Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak, a star-crossed romance. One year later, in 1989, Salman Khan professed undying love for a pretty young thing in Sooraj Barjatya’s Maine Pyar Kiya and won her hand. And Shah Rukh Khan played a brash young lover in Deewana (1993) and also got his lady. All three films were smash hits, making their heroes and the genre of youthful musical romances Hindi cinema’s flavour of multiple seasons thereafter. In 1995, Shah Rukh did Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge – a blockbuster love story that is still running in a Mumbai theatre – and that was that. The three young Khans who made hearts throb back then – and are astonishingly still going strong, powering their brand, over thirty years later – sealed the fate of other kinds of cinema.


What could Irrfan, who had graduated from the National School of Drama in 1987, working through student productions of classical dramas, have done in the Bollywood of the nineties? Short answer: nothing. The Aamir–Salman–Shah Rukh trio had decisively taken over the decade. Legacy studios fell over themselves to make movies coasting on romance, parental opposition, societal differences, stuffed with songs-and-dances and bright costumes. This was happy, shiny Bollywood, raking in the good stuff, in no mood to do anything different.


Both Aamir and Salman belonged to established film families, and Shah Rukh had arrived in Bombay riding high on his massive popularity as the lead of Fauji, a 1989 series that aired on Doordarshan. The audience was bewitched by the three Khans. They were a bonanza for the film industry, which was hurting from the previous decade’s home entertainment hegemony, facilitated by easy access to colour TVs and DVD players. With viewers returning to theatres in droves, why would filmmakers do anything to rock the boat?


It made sense then, in retrospect, that this was the decade Irrfan spent in television, biding his time. Apart from Banegi Apni Baat, he appeared in several shows, a handful of which became hugely popular. Many of them are available on YouTube and, if you are a completist, you may want to catch up with the episodes which feature him in such series as Chandrakanta and Chanakya. But it would only be of academic interest. For the most part, you see a clearly disinterested actor buried under loud costumes and dialogues. My only good memories are from Banegi Apni Baat, which he outgrew long before it came to an end and, of course, Star Bestsellers, which, as Kejriwal says laughingly in her interview, came to be known as ‘Irrfan’s Bestsellers’.


After a surfeit of banal TV fiction in which he had come to despise his rote, exaggerated parts, and walk-on roles in films that went nowhere, Irrfan was on the verge of quitting acting. It was then that his NSD mate Tigmanshu Dhulia, who was casting director on Asif Kapadia’s The Warrior (2001), got him the breakthrough for which he was desperate. An initially reluctant Irrfan was talked into meeting Kapadia. Sikdar recalls in the opening interview how she persuaded Irrfan to wear his ‘lucky black kurta’ for the meeting. Whether it was the kurta or the instant connection between actor and director, or both, there was no doubt that The Warrior, which made great use of Irrfan’s striking face, and those magnificently hooded eyes, gave him the strength to stay the course. The film, which picked up a BAFTA* award, made the right people notice Irrfan, and it became his calling card in the West.


But after The Warrior, things slowed down again. The film hadn’t made it to India, and once again Irrfan was beginning to feel disheartened. The roles he was getting, with a few exceptions, were strictly forgettable: the one I do remember him vividly in is Kali Salwaar (2002), an NFDC* production of a Saadat Hasan Manto story, directed by Fareeda Mehta, and starring Sadiya Siddiqui. But it was limited to the arthouse.


What an outsider like Irrfan needed were more outsiders, as intent as him to break into the charmed circle of Bollywood. To challenge the gatekeepers who would only back a certain kind of cinema was extremely tough, and it took all the way to the early 2000s for these new entrants to get a foot in.


Again, for perspective, it must be noted that at the start of the new millennium, in the name of new-age Bollywood, debutant Hrithik Roshan had starred in a youthful romance called Kaho Naa . . . Pyaar Hai (2000). There was nothing new-agey about the film, but it was helmed by a fresh face which belonged to another old Bollywood family: Hrithik is the son of Rakesh Roshan, and the grandson of J. Om Prakash. It helped, of course, that Hrithik was tall, fair and handsome – mandatory Bollywood hero traits – and that he danced like a dream. Gifted with a pair of lightning feet, which rivalled and, in some instances, outdid older singing-dancing stars like Mithun Chakraborty and Govinda, Hrithik was one of the last ‘star sons’ to rapidly ascend to stardom. The film was a blockbuster.


Hindi cinema went on to roll out highly successful films in 2001–2003. Farhan Akhtar’s 2001 Dil Chahta Hai was a gamechanger in the way it portrayed the rich urban Indian. Gadar, a Partition drama starring the brawny Sunny Deol, and Lagaan, a Raj-era entertainer with Aamir Khan in the lead, released on the same day in June 2001, and established new box-office records.


Around that time, there were many other bright newcomers trying to break into Bollywood. The very talented Manoj Bajpayee, an outsider just like Irrfan, was also struggling to find his place during this period. Bajpayee, who had made an impact with Bandit Queen (1996), Shekhar Kapur’s stark, chilling biopic about the dacoit Phoolan Devi, and had broken out in Ram Gopal Varma’s stylish gangster flick Satya (1997), co-starred with Irrfan in a soggy crime thriller called Ghaath (2000). It did neither of them any good.


When Bajpayee’s new avatar in Shyam Benegal’s period piece Zubeidaa (2003) didn’t find too many takers, he went into a slump. It was clear that actors with ‘unconventional’ looks, who took their craft seriously, would find it hard to secure good work in mainstream Bollywood. At the time, Bajpayee and Irrfan, as well as Kay Kay Menon, another talented ‘outsider’, were around and available, and yet the Hindi film industry kept dishing out more of the same.


One of the biggest hits of 2003 was the romantic comedy-cum-family drama Kal Ho Naa Ho, produced by Karan Johar, directed by Nikkhil Advani, starring Shah Rukh Khan, Saif Ali Khan, Preity Zinta and Rani Mukerji. Big stars, flashy foreign locations, song-and-dance, sentiment, sacrifice, it had all the elements that make for a hit. Could any other kind of film breach this seemingly invincible combination? Were lovers of formulaic masala movies ready for a change? As it turned out, they were.


The change which had started with Bandit Queen and Satya, films clearly at odds with star-studded, formula-heavy Bollywood, had begun making itself felt. In the same year, there arrived a clutch of movies – Prakash Jha’s gritty cop-versus-hinterland-crook drama Gangaajal, the Pritish Nandy-produced perky musical Jhankaar Beats, the Pooja Bhatt-produced erotic thriller Jism, Anant Balani’s slice-of-life drama Joggers’ Park, Rajat Kapoor’s quirky dark comedy Raghu Romeo – spanning various genres, none featuring stars.


It wasn’t a 360-degree pivot, but Bollywood’s small chink was large enough for the newbies to step in. That was the year Irrfan found his Bollywood launchpad, in Tigmanshu Dhulia’s Haasil, revolving around student politics in an Uttar Pradesh town. His riotous ‘negative’ character garnered a huge positive response. A few months later came Vishal Bhardwaj’s terrific gangster film, the Macbeth adaptation Maqbool, in which Irrfan played the titular role with such brio that he blew us all away. The film was marked by a bunch of excellent performances, from Pankaj Kapur, Naseeruddin Shah, Om Puri and, of course, the stunning Tabu, but it is Irrfan, with his coiled intensity and his passionate but doomed embrace of Tabu’s Lady Macbeth, that you remember most.


With Haasil and Maqbool, he was off and away. At last.


Producer-director Honey Trehan, who began his Bollywood life as casting director-cum-assistant director with Vishal Bhardwaj, shared with me a first-hand story about how Irrfan secured Maqbool. There were many actors being considered for the film, but at a trial show of Haasil, which they watched together, ‘Vishal-ji suddenly said, “Yeh hai Maqbool!”’ A phone call was made, Irrfan came to their ‘small office’, and the script was handed over. Within a few hours, Irrfan, who had devoured the script in a single gulp, turned up and said, ‘Main kar raha hoon – I’m doing it.’ And that was it.


‘That time, Tishu bhai and Vishal-ji were also finding their calling. They were beginning their innings in Bollywood, as was Irrfan,’ said Trehan, who worked closely with Irrfan on several films subsequently. His directorial debut Raat Akeli Hai (2021) was meant for Irrfan but finally went to Nawazuddin Siddiqui; it released a year after Irrfan’s passing. ‘Irrfan ko khona bilkul ek neelam ko khone jaisa hai [losing Irrfan is like losing a gem]; it is not just a loss, but an abhaav [absence] we will always have to live with.’
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The roles that stay with us




Bheed mein kho jaaun, aisa toh main koni.


I am not the kind that will get lost in a crowd.


– The Song of Scorpions, 2012





Which is your favourite Irrfan film?


This question brings up such a swirl of characters that it’s hard to choose, but some of these faces fill me up with a leaping happiness, the kind that comes with indelible movie moments, mixed with an aching regret that we will never see him do something new on screen.


Rannvijay Singh, in Dhulia’s crackling debut feature Haasil, was a riot as a ‘student leader’ and all-round lout, who desperately wants to be more than he can ever be, rampaging through the corridors of a once-great university now fallen upon bad days. This was his triumphant arrival in Bollywood. He was finally where he wanted to be.


Maqbool in Bhardwaj’s marvellous eponymous film, conflicted between loyalty to the gravelly-voiced ganglord and an insatiable passion for the latter’s wife Nimmi (Tabu). In a Bollywood never comfortable with adult, grown-up desires, the illicit trysts between Maqbool and Nimmi burn up the screen. The scene where the two stand face to face, as Nimmi exhorts Maqbool, ‘Bolo “Meri jaan, jaan meri”’ [Say ‘My love, my life’], is wild, pulsating poetry.


It stings, it burns. Oh, my beating heart.


Paan Singh Tomar, with his large appetite and larger heart, discovering his talent for speeding up at the right time on the race track, jumping, flexing, winning. His anguish at being let down by the very system that he serves with his entire being. The army jawan and award-winning athlete being forced to turn into a dacoit is one of Hindi cinema’s greatest roles, in a great movie of the same name, directed by Dhulia. And who can forget the line: ‘Beehad mein baaghi hote hain, dacait milte hain parliament mein.’ [Rebels are found in moors, dacoits in parliament.] It cracks me up every single time.


The shy, self-effacing Ashoke Ganguli in Mira Nair’s The Namesake, setting up house in the US with his new bride Ashima (Tabu), becoming a father, teaching his son lessons that are not to be found in books. Ashoke with little Gogol on a day out at sea, Ashoke standing in line, waiting to board the plane, tilting his head in a tiny farewell nod. It is a role that is made of these little shimmering, magical moments, and I can’t ever watch the film without a catch in the throat.


Monty in Anurag Basu’s Life in a . . . Metro, your average inexperienced jerk, chasing away a woman he is instantly attracted to, and then circling back to her in a series of beautifully crafted moments. Irrfan’s track with Konkona Sen Sharma is an abiding delight, a guaranteed bringer of wide smiles.


Umber Singh in Qissa: The Tale of a Lonely Ghost, Anup Singh’s beguiling period gender-bender about identity, corrosive love and loss, leaves you stunned. Its audacious premise turns conventional gender constructs on their head and blurs the lines between them. Trying to be the man he wants to be and being left with unfulfilled inchoate desires that he himself cannot understand, Umber is an endlessly fascinating portrait of a man in search of himself.


Saajan Fernandes, middle-aged widower, grey of mien and testy of temperament after years of working in the same office, coming to life again after a wrong-but-right dabba lands on his desk. The aroma wafting from the lunchbox in Ritesh Batra’s The Lunchbox makes Saajan want to taste life again in this unexpectedly tender, flavourful romance.


Rana in Shoojit Sircar’s Piku is just a guy looking bemusedly at a girl, and her obsessed-with-his-digestive-track dad, ducking to stay out of their crotchety crossfire. Romcom, family drama, road movie, will-they-won’t-they-get-together, the film has all of these elements, with Irrfan in his element. There’s Amitabh Bachchan, clearly wanting to chew up the scenery, and Deepika Padukone whose long-limbed litheness can swallow the screen. Yet it is Irrfan who is the stickiest glue in the film.


Yogi in Tanuja Chandra’s opposites-attract romance Qarib Qarib Singlle is the kind of irritating fellow you aren’t meant to fall for instantly. But his insistence on getting in your face and demanding your attention, just like he does with the neatly squared-away Jaya, played by Parvathy, makes you look at him again. This time for good.


There are so many other Irrfan characters who grabbed me and wouldn’t let me go: a couple of his characters in Bestsellers (‘Ek Shaam Ki Mulakaat’, ‘Fursat Mein’), the wife-beating poet in Vishal Bhardwaj’s 7 Khoon Maaf, the mysterious Roohdaar emerging from the falling snow in Haider (also directed by Bhardwaj), the bright-shirts-clad mobster in Aditya Bhattacharya’s sadly unreleased Dubai Return, the ten-headed Raavan whooping it up with Arshad Warsi in Rohit Shetty’s loud laughathon Sunday, the investigating officer working on his toughest case in Meghna Gulzar’s Talvar.


It’s ironical that the actor who couldn’t wait to get out of Indian TV, landed a couple of great roles in international television. In the third season of HBO’s In Treatment (2010), he plays Sunil Sanyal, an elderly Bengali widower trying to make a place for himself with his son and the latter’s American wife. It feels like an extension of his Ashoke Ganguli character, greyer, older, but not wiser. His resentment that bubbles barely under the surface comes through in therapy, and those episodes with Irrfan on the couch, so to speak, are exceptional. In the NHK* miniseries Tokyo Trial (2016), based on a group of Allied judges asked to decide the fate of Japanese World War II criminals, he plays Radhabinod Pal, the only one in the group who is a conscientious objector, holding on steadfastly to his views.


I can go on, but I will stop here, even if I’m missing many, many more Irrfans, in all the good, bad, indifferent films that he did: if there was one actor who got me dangerously close to gushing, something I do very seldom, it was him.
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Crossing over




Life is very busy these days. There are too many people, and everyone wants what the other has.


– The Lunchbox, 2013





After Haasil and Maqbool, two of Irrfan’s most important films were Life in a . . . Metro and Paan Singh Tomar, both emerging from the leading production house UTV Motion Pictures, which had launched Spotboy, a division meant to focus on more offbeat but realistic subjects. Both films took him up the mainstream Bollywood ladder, and were instrumental in cementing his position as a spellbinding actor.


‘Around the time both films were in development, Irrfan had become extremely busy with his international assignments. But [Anurag] Basu [the director of Metro] refused to shoot without Irrfan,’ recalled Rucha Pathak, then Senior Creative Director at UTV, currently producer with Excel Entertainment, who had worked closely on the two films. ‘He shot the rest of the film, and then waited for Irrfan. Oh my god, what it was on paper . . . and what Irrfan actually did to that character was to die for.


‘The same thing happened with Paan Singh Tomar, which suffered delays before its release. By that time, he was already a certain age [the film required a great deal of gruelling physical effort], but Tishu was adamant that this film would only be made with him. Irrfan was already a name overseas, but we in India didn’t know just how big he had become. And he really stuck by the film. The industry was going through a crazy recession at the time, and he agreed, like everyone else working on that film, to a pay cut.


‘Thanks to Metro and Paan Singh, people in India started seeing him as that amazing actor who could also work in the mainstream,’ she said, recalling how Irrfan was always enquiring about interesting projects, and then, when she would pitch them – she was ‘constantly pitching because he was top-of-mind for all the directors he worked with’ – he would say, ‘Yeh toh kiya hai maine – I’ve done this before. I want something new.’


Irrfan had, by now, already crossed over to the West. Or rather, he had got to the enviable point where he was able to cross back and forth between India and the West, and he had managed it so organically that we don’t give him enough credit for being India’s first genuine crossover star. No one before him had straddled both worlds quite so successfully.


It was during this period that Irrfan appeared in his major international projects. In The Darjeeling Limited (2007), about three brothers on a spiritual journey in India, he had a barely there part, but he did that film because he wanted to work with the director Wes Anderson. After that, the parts got bigger and, in a few fortuitous instances, more germane to the plot – as the Pakistani investigating officer in A Mighty Heart (2007), the Bengali bhadralok in The Namesake (2006), the belligerent cop in Slumdog Millionaire (2008), the grown-up Pi in Life of Pi (2012), the innovative scientist in The Amazing Spider-Man (2012), the big businessman in Jurassic World (2015), the fixer in Inferno (2016). The optics were great – Irrfan with Angelina Jolie, Irrfan with Tom Hanks, Irrfan in an Ang Lee film – even if his roles did not drive the narrative.


During a chat with Michael Winterbottom at a film event in Doha in March 2023, I asked him about Irrfan’s role in A Mighty Heart. The director, quite an experienced India hand, having shot a few films in the country, said that he remembered it being one of Irrfan’s earliest roles in an English film. ‘Initially he was quite reluctant to do the role of Captain, the investigating police officer, because he would have to act in English’, he said. ‘But fortunately, we were able to persuade him, and he was fantastic in that part.’


Why was he doing these roles? Was he not getting his due in Bollywood? Is that why he was gravitating towards Hollywood? It was clear that Hollywood, which had kept an eye on him since The Warrior, was making space for him in massive tent poles. But it was equally clear that Irrfan’s heart was always more at home. He had gone on record several times to say that he was never tempted to move base to Los Angeles. The intention was always to travel there to make the movies, after which he would return to where he belonged.


I enjoyed most of his turns in his big Hollywood movies. By the time he came to Puzzle*, he had clearly got to the point where he was not going to be boxed anymore into the standard brown-guy roles, the token desis Hollywood dreams up in the name of inclusion. In the film, which wasn’t particularly good, he was the male lead (not an Indian or South Asian) opposite the white female lead, who even, whoa, gets to kiss her as an equal.


But they were not his films. Even in Ang Lee’s Life of Pi, where he looks back at an adventure which changed his life I found Irrfan underutilized, not quite at home. Even though Lee won an Academy Award for Best Director, Irrfan’s character seemed to me much more effective in the other international film which also won multiple Oscars, Danny Boyle’s Slumdog Millionaire. As a cop, he tortures the poor protagonist with gusto, all the while darkly muttering imprecations against ‘murderers, rapists and bum-bandits’. If you haven’t heard Irrfan say ‘bum-bandits’, I tell you, you haven’t lived.


But none of his ‘foreign’ acts gave me as much pleasure as did his roles in Hindi cinema, even those to which he appeared to have said yes strictly for the pay cheque – the fate of all working actors. He did several of those, but I will leave you with one of my top so-bad-it’s-beyond-ghastly films, Hisss, in which the sinuous Mallika Sherawat plays an ichhadhari naagin, and Irrfan brings up the rear. Oh, my eyes.


The extent of Irrfan’s fame outside India became apparent slowly, but once it did, the tabloids kept faithful track of what he was doing and, more importantly, what he was letting go. He refused two huge projects – Ridley Scott’s The Martian and Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar – for Bollywood films that he was either already committed to, or which he felt would be more expedient.


What would have happened to Irrfan’s trajectory in the West had he appeared in those films is a matter of conjecture, but it’s clear that in choosing Piku over Interstellar, he made the right choice. ‘By that time, he had become a casting favourite across Hollywood; he didn’t have to audition or screen-test,’ Manpreet Bacchhar, his manager who worked with him 2014 onwards, told me. But Irrfan knew that Piku could change his life.


It did. Piku made it possible for him to be ranged alongside an enviable A-list companion cast. That same year, in 2015, he also appeared in Jazbaa, Talvar and Jurassic World: in the first, an action thriller, he plays a mouthy, dialogue-spouting cop; in the second, a police procedural, he leads an investigative team; and in the third, he is the billionaire owner of a theme park which houses dinosaurs.


Not one of the biggest names in Bollywood could boast that mix. The three Khans and two other major stars, Akshay Kumar and Ajay Devgn, were on top of the heap at home. But outside the country, it was Irrfan who made it to the wishlist of some of the biggest helmers in Hollywood: a global Spielberg franchise is as big as they come. Shah Rukh, with his flowery romances, has always enjoyed an unmatched reach, further expanded by his 1000-crore-and-counting mega success Pathaan. Of the three Khans, Shah Rukh is the one with the maximum global appeal.


But Irrfan was the Khan international directors reached out to.
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Brand Irrfan




Pack a pillow and a blanket and see as much of the world as you can. You will not regret it. One day it will be too late.


– The Namesake, 2006





After the startling success of Hindi Medium, Irrfan could well have turned into Brand Irrfan. It wasn’t as if that hadn’t been in progress. You cannot be a successful actor without parlaying that success into making other brands successful, especially those that align with your persona. He had been getting the endorsements, making the red-carpet appearances, enjoying the financial trappings that come with that kind of glory. And his brand value would have only grown stronger. ‘The beauty of Irrfan sir was that he didn’t need an agency; you didn’t need to pitch him,’ said Bacchhar. ‘Those who wanted him . . . wanted him.’


But while Irrfan wanted everything that goes with being a star, and why should he not, he did not want to be distilled into a ‘brand’. Because that would have been reductive, making him one-dimensional.


For someone who believed that his work should do the talking, the publicity and marketing that has become such an important aspect of the business, was anathema. Parull Gossain, one of the most experienced publicists in Bollywood, recounted a hilarious encounter with Irrfan, which was precisely about this tricky issue. She had bumped into him outside a Mumbai theatre. Irrfan was standing there smoking. ‘Mere liye kuchh karo – please do something for me,’ he said. ‘Iske liye kya karein – what can be done for him? He is so much in his own space, like a babaji, you know,’ Gossain told me. ‘If you want publicity to help you, you need to be driven yourself. But he was chill like that. He would do interviews, but hated selfies,’ she laughs. ‘My feeling is that he knew he was bigger than this whole circus of media, PR, marketing. Because kaam bolna chahiye, yaar. He wanted his work to do the work.’


‘He was never going to be the kind of star who would drive college kids into a frenzy. But after Piku, the younger viewers began appreciating him’, she said. ‘See, no one’s a star for everyone. Salman and Shah Rukh are stars for many more people, but Irrfan was no less a star for others. He epitomized the changing arc of Hindi cinema.’


The marketing–branding–publicity machine didn’t quite know what to do with this man, just like the big studios. A chameleon is hard to capture, because that’s the nature of the beast: if you are ever-shifting, how would a marketer come up with a pithy one-liner? ‘He was like a bird,’ said Rucha Pathak, ‘always on the move. Even physically he kept moving from Madh to Malad to Lokhandwala [localities in Mumbai]. He would pick up my calls, but you would never know where he was.’


Maybe that’s why it’s so hard to classify Irrfan. He was an actor, he was a star. But he was much more. He was a keenly aware, deeply political person who did not wear his politics on his sleeve (even though on a couple of TV panels he did comment on the polarized times we are living in), a believer who was not a practising Muslim. I asked several people during my conversations whether he was left out of big movies, not given significant parts, or impacted in any other way because of his religion, but almost everyone said that his phenomenal talent superseded everything else.


In the end, as he struggled with his cancer, he revealed something even more significant about himself – that he was human, with all the attendant strengths and frailties.
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The story of a life




Ek baar toh yoon hoga, dil mein sukoon hoga. Na dil mein kasak hogi, na sar mein junoon hoga.


One day my heart shall find contentment. Neither will sorrows afflict the heart, nor will passion stir the mind.


– 7 Khoon Maaf, 2011





I began working on the book in earnest around March 2021. The first person I had reached out to was Sutapa. I wasn’t going to proceed without her on board, so I was immensely grateful when she agreed to speak to me at length, whilst still struggling to come to terms with the loss of her partner, and the father of their two boys, Babil and Ayaan.


On Sutapa’s request, the Zoom calls – spread over a couple of days – included the couple’s great friend, confidante and collaborator Shailja Kejriwal. Despite the occasional grief that would overcome Sutapa, the conversation, peppered with charming anecdotes, flowed easily. They were disarming in their candour, reminiscing about Irrfan’s early days in NSD, his television and film journey.


It took me over a year to speak to everyone on my list. Most came through quickly. It took much longer with others. I will always regret not managing to include in the book two people on my wishlist: Asif Kapadia, whom I could not reach despite several attempts, and Tabu who, I was told, was still so overwrought that she didn’t want to speak to anyone. But almost everyone else that I wanted is all in here.


You will find within these pages Irrfan’s people, who were part of his most arresting films: Tigmanshu Dhulia, his old friend from drama school, who gave Irrfan some of his best films; Vishal Bhardwaj, also very close to Irrfan, who created a clutch of remarkable roles for him; Anup Singh, director of Qissa (2013) and another close friend; his Qissa co-actors Tillotama Shome and Rasika Dugal, who spoke at length to me about their experience on set. Rajat Kapoor, in whose debut feature Irrfan played a police inspector, was more measured in his observations of Irrfan; Naseeruddin Shah, who co-starred with Irrfan in the same film, was as incisive as only he can be.


Most conversations would begin with talk of Covid, of the dispiritedness engulfing us, of what we would find on the other side, if we ever came that far. Once those preliminaries were over, all talk would revolve around Irrfan, and I came to know him anew through the minds and hearts of Shyam Benegal, Anurag Basu, Pooja Bhatt, Sudhir Mishra, Mira Nair, Sooni Taraporevala, Priyadarshan, Nikkhil Advani, Sanjay Gupta, Shoojit Sircar, Ritesh Batra, Tanuja Chandra, Meghna Gulzar, Pankaj Tripathi, Saket Chaudhary and Homi Adajania.


A few others I spoke to had not worked on films with Irrfan – Anurag Kashyap, Dibakar Banerjee, Karan Johar. But being part of the industry, and by association, they offered valuable insights. Johar said he never did have a script worthy of Irrfan’s ‘monumental talent’ but was proud to have presented The Lunchbox. I also spoke to Sunil Doshi, veteran industry watcher and independent producer, and Santosh Desai, among the most acute Indian cultural commentators. Both provided sharp observations on the phenomenon that was Irrfan. Cameron Bailey, CEO of the Toronto International Film Festival, is the only international figure in the book, whose comments crucially underline Irrfan’s impressive impact in the West.


Across these conversations, I have repeated some questions: memories of first meetings, for example, or how he will be remembered. The conversations have been shortened and edited for clarity, but I have tried to retain their raw essence and the voice of each interlocutor, maintaining their particular cadences and rhythms. Some use both present and past tense when referring to Irrfan. Most conversations were bilingual; Pankaj Tripathi and Vishal Bhardwaj spoke extensively in Hindi. Their answers, for the most part, appear in English translation.


So here’s the inspiring journey of Sahabzade Irfan Ali Khan turned Irrfan – an artist who thought long and deep about his craft, and who was concerned not just about his own performance but also of his co-stars. With each opinion, perspective, memory, the picture gets denser, richer and more complex. You start to see the minutiae of the stuff that makes up a life.


What I came away with was a portrait of a man who worked at being completely at home in the world, while retaining a great sense of himself. I hope you find your Irrfan in this kaleidoscopic volume.


[image: images]


Being Irrfan




I suppose, in the end, the whole of life becomes an act of letting go . . .


– Life of Pi, 2012





‘When he first arrived at NSD, he looked very unmade, completely disjointed,’ theatre veteran Prasanna Heggodu, one of Irrfan’s most beloved teachers, told me. Heggodu was instrumental in taking Irrfan well beyond the mundane style of acting that used to be so prevalent when the latter joined the drama school. He showed Irrfan how to communicate with his whole being. ‘During one of the plays, we tried out a method of communication that became a signature with Irrfan: communication through sense, touch, feel, flash of the eye, tension of the hand – which he became so good at. They confuse it with method acting, but it is much more than that.’


‘In the beginning, he was among the three or four students who were very good, but by the end of the course, he was far, far superior,’ said Prasanna, whom Irrfan and Sutapa kept in touch with over the years. ‘From an unmade man, he became so made.’


At his peak, Irrfan had everything going for him. He had conquered the classy-sexy space, and had managed to loosen up enough to get into a pool with a swarm of scantily clad ladies, and do a jig. He could carry off pink and pastel, nailing the nattyman-around-town look, and he could get into a pagri and wear his rumpled grey locks with pride. Versatility is for lesser actors; Irrfan literally could do anything he wanted.


It took Irrfan more than thirty years to get where he did. All through, riding the ups and downs, waiting for the right films, and arriving at that point where an Irrfan film would become a much-awaited event; from that one-scene-only letter writer who crumples little Chaipau’s letter and throws it away in Salaam Bombay! to the loving father who will do anything for his beloved daughter in his last film Angrezi Medium (2020), Irrfan always managed to preserve himself. He did not fritter himself away; he held on to that essential Irrfan-ness, kept nurturing it with support from Sikdar, and opened himself up to the roles that needed all of him.


And he really had to wait for those roles.


I’ve posed this question to many in the book: why did it take big-budget Bollywood studios so long to find Irrfan, and give him a tailor-made role, and not just expect him to buoy the cop-hood parts they handed out to him routinely? He did make it to the coveted Yashraj* roster, playing a cool cop whipping off snappy lines in the Ranveer Singh–Arjun Kapoor starrer Gunday (2014) – but the heroes were the legacy stars. The answers all boil down to this one fact: the mainstream Hindi film industry doesn’t make movies for actors. It makes them for stars, and those stars, in turn, make money for the industry. It’s a tight circle which has no place for disruptors, and Irrfan, indubitably, was one.


It wasn’t as if he didn’t try his luck in the movies which would have led to him being co-opted by the industry, had they done well. Remember Ishaan Trivedi’s 7½ Phere, which came out in 2005? Don’t kill yourself if you don’t. It’s an eminently forgettable family drama-cum-romcom which allowed Irrfan a meet-cute with Juhi Chawla, who trips and falls over him and asks him archly, ‘Are you flirting with me?’ Irrfan, flat on the ground, not quite knowing whether he should be pleased or mortified, makes nothing of the moment. And nothing came of the film either. Imagine if the film had succeeded, and Irrfan had got stuck in a series of tacky meet-cutes in bad melodramas – would he have got better at those scenes? Short answer again: highly unlikely.


As much as he needed to know what he could do and, more importantly, what he couldn’t, the movies needed to shift gears to be ready for him. It happened when it did, and we got the films which Irrfan was looking for, the ones which top-lined the story and the actor, minus the contrivances and clichés that were so much a part of Bollywood’s formulaic offerings.


You could see how he had worked on himself over the years, but if there was one thing that he didn’t do well, despite having acquired a staggering degree of polish, it was cheese. He was much too self-aware to either be satisfactorily cheesy, or letting himself go on the dance floor. In the rare films where you can catch him trying to groove, he is more awkward than anything else.


The insistence on being as life-like as possible, learning how to make friends with the camera, catching the eye while being still – these are all part of Irrfan’s legacy. The declamatory, throw-everything-at-the-kitchen-sink acting style is yet to become a thing of the past, and may never be, but Irrfan’s understated yet effective use of actorly tools gradually percolated to newer actors like Ayushmann Khurrana, Rajkummar Rao, Vicky Kaushal, Pankaj Tripathi, Vijay Varma and Jaideep Ahlawat . . . These actors now helm some of Hindi cinema’s most impactful, entertaining films and web shows. And they are stars in their own right.


Irrfan’s most direct legatee, his older son Babil, has already made his acting debut (Qala, 2022), reminding us of his father while being his own person. There are great expectations of him, and he must be aware that his illustrious father will be a hard act to follow.


And yet – and yet – it will be impossible not to miss Irrfan, so uniquely himself, and so universally us.









PART I


1997–2005









‘Generous in every which way’
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SUTAPA SIKDAR AND SHAILJA KEJRIWAL




Sutapa Sikdar, Irrfan’s wife, was his constant companion and collaborator, as also his greatest critic, in his remarkable journey as an actor. She was with him when he took his first steps at the National School of Drama, where they were batchmates. She saw him grow and carve out a path through the Hindi film industry, which had no idea what to do with an actor of his calibre. Acknowledging her great script sense, Irrfan ran all his scripts by her. ‘He was getting the best scripts when he fell sick,’ says Sikdar, who has worked as a scriptwriter, producer and costume designer. Currently she is the script head for two shows, one each on SonyLIV and StarPlus.


Shailja Kejriwal, a pioneer in the entertainment industry, was responsible for getting Irrfan out of the endless loops of soaps and series as he waited for a break in the movies. An accidental visionary, she helped kickstart Star Bestsellers, the groundbreaking show on StarPlus [1999–2000] which gave many of Indian cinema’s most well-known actors and directors their first airing. Irrfan was one of the biggest beneficiaries of Bestsellers; he worked in many of the episodes and found the will to go on at a time he was getting despondent about not finding good work.


Kejriwal also co-produced, with Sikdar, Irrfan starrers Madaari* and Qarib Qarib Singlle†. Currently she is Chief Creative Officer at Zindagi TV.


The conversation with Sutapa and Shailja was conducted together on the former’s request. And it turned out to be a perfect jugalbandi, as they trained a personal and professional lens on Irrfan, sharing perspectives no one else could have. The free-flowing and easy chat is the result of their years of friendship and affection, mutual support and respect.
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I


SHUBHRA GUPTA: You met Irrfan for the first time at the National School of Drama. Why did you join NSD?


SUTAPA SIKDAR: It’s a very tricky question, Shubhra. I joined the National School of Drama because I didn’t want to do a nine-to-five job. It’s not about passion. It’s very unlike Irrfan, who did so many things to get into NSD. I was studying in Delhi [Kamala Nehru College], doing English Honours, and there was a teacher from NSD who came to do a Waiting for Godot workshop with us – Anuradha Kapur. Anu and I became very good friends. At that time, I thought I wanted to be a tour guide. In the workshop I thought, ‘This is not bad, this is interesting – another profession [where] I don’t have to sit at a desk.’ And that’s when I said, ‘Okay, let me explore.’ Anu was after me. She said, ‘You must try, you are so good.’ She meant acting, you know? I never wanted to become an actor. I just thought it’s interesting and cool. So that’s how I joined.


But the admissions had just [got] over at NSD. So I started my post-graduation from Delhi University and, in [between], I did all this acting-shacting, and did ten plays. We had to do ten plays [as a requirement for admission into NSD]. And I did not lie; unlike Irrfan, I did those ten plays!


SG: You mean he lied? He hadn’t done ten plays?


SS: Yes, he lied! He had done three to four and he said ten, because he was so desperate to get in, you know? I think what he learnt at the end of the journey is that you always get what you want when you let go.


My whole thing was to let go. Hoga, hoga. Nahi hoga, nahi hoga. [It’ll happen if it has to happen. If it doesn’t, it doesn’t.] And I was very cool with my teachers. I used to call them by their first names. It was a culture shock for Irrfan. He used to say ‘ma’am’ and ‘miss’ and all that. So we were very different – chalk and cheese – from the very beginning.


SG: So was it love at first sight? For the both of you?


SS: Not at all! I was quite intimidating; he thought I was his senior. I ragged him, actually. I was friends with some third years before I joined NSD. On our interview day, we ragged him. And he thought I was in [the] third year. Then he got this shock when he saw I was in his class. I slowly noticed that he was most sincere, very honest. Which kind of pulled me towards him. I hate dishonesty, I always have. I think that was one thing which kind of attracted [me towards him] . . . but no, it was not love at first sight at all. Shailja will vouch for that.


*all laugh*


SG: Shailja, you got to know Sutapa before Irrfan. How did that happen?


SHAILJA KEJRIWAL: It’s a very fun story. I saw her from afar at FTII [Film & Television Institute of India], with Irrfan. It was 1991 or ’92 – I’m not sure. And I had gone there to do my FA [Film Appreciation] course. And there was this whispering happening: ‘Arre, arre, Irrfan has come . . . ’ because one of Irrfan’s films had released . . . I’m forgetting the name. Which one, Sutapa? The one with Dimple [Kapadia].


SS: Drishti* . . . with the hot scenes.


SK: Yeah, hot scenes, exactly!


*all laugh*


So a friend of ours, who was from FTII, came to my house in Calcutta – I still hadn’t moved to Bombay – and he said, ‘Dekhechhish?’ [Have you seen?] I said, ‘What?’ He said, ‘There’s this new boy . . . dekhechhish?’ So I said, ‘Why are you drooling over a boy?’ And then I watched Drishti and I was like, ‘Wow, man! This guy is really cool.’ Cut to: I go to FTII to do my FA course and by then, at least the intellectual FTII types were already familiar with Irrfan.


They said, ‘Pata hai? Irrfan aaya hai. Woh jo naya ladka tha na Drishti mein? Woh yahaan hai. [You know, Irrfan is here. That new guy who was in Drishti? He is here.] It was like, ‘My god, the hottie is here!’ So we decided to go and see, and these two were walking towards the pool area, which was dry all the time, and I saw them from behind. I saw one lanky fellow and I see one hottie. Wearing shorts and some tank top kind of thing, with sneakers, and I’m like, ‘Usko chhod; ye kaun hai – who is she?’ [referring to Sutapa] First of all, the heart broke ki he’s already married. Second, the heart broke ki he’s married to this one. ‘Koi chance hi nahi hai, you know?’ So we just ogled them from behind and then, of course, they went on their own private little tour or whatever.


SG: Which year was this?


SK: I think this was ’92 . . . ’91 or ’92 – I’m not sure. Then I went back to Calcutta because I was finishing my master’s at the time. I completed my master’s, and I was doing my research for my PhD. Then, finally, I joined Star [TV].


Life happened. I got married, I got divorced. All my friends in Calcutta were from FTII and I was from Jadavpur [University]. So there was this synergy happening at the time. I was the person who would write and they were the ones who would direct. I had met most of them during my stint at FTII because they were the diploma students and I was the FA student. They had all taken me under their wing. Basically, ‘Arre! Chal edit kar, ye kar, woh kar, etc., etc.’ This fascinated me. And while I was doing my PhD, I felt ki I don’t want to be stuck in a seminar room, you know? Which is what you end up doing, and you end up talking to each other. You talk to the initiated – and I didn’t want to do that, really. By the way, when I was in Calcutta, I completely skipped that TV era, of Sutapa writing Banegi Apni Baat and all of that, because in Jadavpur it was really looked down upon. We were more into watching Tarkovsky, Fellini and Antonioni.


In Calcutta, I was writing documentaries and stuff, so when I came to Bombay I met all these other friends of mine from FTII, and they said, ‘Yaar, tu idhar hi reh ja – you stay behind.’ I asked what will I do? Unlike Sutapa, I don’t have the patience to go knocking at producers ke doors ki, ‘Mujhe writing karna hai, ye karna hai.’ I had written some documentaries and some short fiction for Rathikant Basu, who used to be Doordarshan’s director-general, right? He had left Doordarshan and become the head of Star. So I thought, ‘Chalo, let me try my luck, who knows?’ I was really surprised that he remembered me, because it [had been] a good four–five years since I had met him the last time. I said, ‘I’ve come for a writing job.’ He said, ‘Nahi, we don’t commission writing jobs. What is it that you want to do – do you know how to cut promos?’ I said, ‘I don’t know what promos are!’ He said, ‘Okay, what do you like doing?’ I said, ‘I know only one thing in life. I love telling stories and listening to stories. Iske ilawa I know nothing!’ So he said, ‘Oh, that’s cool then. We are going to start a commissioning department and you would be an ideal fit.’ I asked what had to be done. He said, ‘Kuchh nahi, kahaaniyan kehni hoti hain aur sunni hoti hain. Yeh hi hai, bas!’ [Nothing much – you have to tell stories and listen to stories. That is it!] I said, ‘Wah! Aur paise bhi milenge iske liye?’ [Wow! And I will be paid for it too?]


SG: *laughs*


SK: I would’ve done the job even without getting paid, quite honestly. So that’s when I joined the commissioning department, and I started. I entered Star in January 1998 and they shoved me into that room with 500 tapes and said, ‘Go!’ I had to see all those tapes in the next two to three months. They put a VCR and a TV in my house and told me to watch and decide which out of these tapes are good. I said, ‘Ye toh mindblowing cheez hai!’ I would spend days looking at all that content. Then the regime at Star changed and all of us were asked to make a plan overnight. My overnight plan was [Star] Bestsellers. [As I was] from a literature background, I couldn’t think of anything else, other than short TV fiction based on classics. And it just got accepted! So it was just chance . . . and then I started meeting people and that’s how I ended up meeting Sutapa.


Sutapa, you remember how we first . . .


SS: Yeah, yeah. I remember how we first met. Also, by then, Irrfan had done some inane films like Kasoor*. He was not interested anymore in working in serials. So that’s when we thought ki maybe he’ll direct, maybe we’ll produce and stuff like that. And then Star Bestsellers happened, and we took our story and went to Shailja. She was very excited to see Irrfan . . . during the first meeting (when he had gone to the loo!) she told me the FTII story. This hottie thing!


*all laugh*


At that time Banegi Apni Baat was a hit. Irrfan was really admired and everybody loved him. But Irrfan was like this Jadavpur [University] faculty, Shubhra; he would make me feel so bad about it ki, ‘What shit are you writing?’ I still remember Shailja telling me, ‘I’m glad of one thing: you will no more feel that you’re writing shit. You always felt you were not good enough because Irrfan thought TV’s not good enough. And that’s why he said, “Let’s do different kind of TV.”’ That’s why we were very keen on doing Star Bestsellers. And it was fun!


SK: Star Bestsellers started getting known as a series for Irrfan Khan. So, internally, it was this thing that Shailja casts Irrfan in everything. Because Tigmanshu [Dhulia] was making Star Bestsellers, he cast Irrfan Khan. Indranil Goswami was making Star Bestsellers – he cast Irrfan Khan.


SS: Even Anup Singh . . .


SK: Even Anup . . . Everybody, everybody would cast Irrfan Khan! Even if no one was casting him, I would say, ‘How about Irrfan?’ I thought we’d won the lottery because he was willing.


I think Tishu [Tigmanshu] made some five or six Bestsellers with Irrfan. Out of the total number we made, I think one-third was with Irrfan. So that’s how the relationship grew. Then Sutapa wrote one very nice Bestseller, which was hilarious and we used to keep laughing, and that’s how Sutapa and I started keeping in touch on a regular basis. She wrote Hum Saath Saath Hain Kya? I remember Hum Saath Saath Hain* had released around then.


SS: But I must thank Ekta Kapoor for one thing. We were doing one show for Star, which was a proper TV show. We were the producers – we wrote it and went to Delhi as new producers who will be doing this revolutionary, pathbreaking show. We shot four episodes and then Kyunki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi† came.


*all laugh*


The programming changed, completely, for television, forever! Thank god for that, otherwise we would have become ‘producers’ and Irrfan wouldn’t have done [The] Warrior [the film that was his launchpad into the movies]. For me it was bad, but for him it was good that Ekta Kapoor came into the scene.


SG: Sutapa, I’d like to take you back a little bit to the National School of Drama. How did he actually get into his groove?


SS: I think he was always in the groove. Like, he would not be able to laugh like I would. I would be very serious in class. I was the good student [who] always did very well at NSD. And I would come out and say, ‘Kya chutiyapa tha!’ [What ridiculousness that was!] And he would look at me ki how can somebody be so dishonest?


So that was him . . . he was always in the groove. I remember, at NSD we did a play which was directed by Ram Gopal Bajaj – called Lower Depths. That’s when we were quite serious about each other. I think it was in our second year.


SG: The Maxim Gorky play?


SS: Yes, yes. He really was so into it that he literally got depressed. We [the characters] were very poor in the play. We used to live in this one small chawl – that’s why it’s called Lower Depths.


One time I went to my room in the girls’ hostel and saw that he was sitting under my table. And I got scared because he did not look normal to me. I called some friends, then, slowly, we [helped] him out from under the table and took him for an auto ride to get him out of that zone. The thing about him is he went wherever [something took] him. Which is very scary! Which, as a partner, as a wife, worried me many, many times. He was less serious about performances in his last years. He was very serious about it initially. He was that serious man, you know? I lived in Chittaranjan Park [a primarily Bengali neighbourhood in south Delhi], but hostel was compulsory, so my mother would call everybody home. We would have fun. See, his family is very different, so he was not exposed to such things. And [with] Bengalis, you know, na, everybody is a communist.


*all laugh*


He was like, ‘I have to read everything!’ So he got exposed much more than any normal person because of his tremendous curiosity and drive to learn. That’s why I think he always was in the groove.


But yes, at NSD you have different kinds of teachers. Finally, it was Prasanna [Heggodu] sir, who is in Bangalore now – he has left theatre and become a social activist. I think his [Irrfan’s] life only changed when he could manoeuvre the craft. I think Prasanna sir was helpful in manoeuvring his craft towards what he wanted to achieve.


But my best experience at NSD was my diploma play, Equus. I don’t remember Irrfan saying ‘I love you’ to me. I just remember that he, for my diploma production, stood like a pillar. From painting the scrolls to painting my set with his own hands and doing all kinds of stuff, costumes and everything! Just to make it happen well. As a woman or as a girl, that’s where you feel that you can trust someone. That’s where you get this thing ki I can live with this man.


When Shailja saw me at FTII, we were not married; we were living together. We actually got married very late, in ’98. I took that long to decide. Because I found that he was also not the type who’d be a typical husband. I was also not the type who’d become a typical wife. So it kept getting delayed, and then maybe he got insecure that I’ll marry someone else.


*all laugh*


SG: Was there a threat?


SK: Always, always. Ask me!


SS: I wouldn’t have gone anywhere, Shubhra, but that’s what he felt!


SG: So . . . after NSD?


SS: The first thing he did immediately after NSD was Salaam Bombay!. I was in Delhi at that time. He was shooting here [in Bombay] and he wanted me to come to Bombay, and I didn’t want to. I am a Delhi girl, you know? After that, Shyam Benegal’s Bharat Ek Khoj happened.


I came to Bombay regally, with a job. I said, ‘I’m not going to struggle.’ So I came with a job with Govind Nihalani from NSD itself and I started working. We [Irrfan and I] worked together. He was acting in Drishti and I was in the direction department. After that, we went to FTII. Afterwards he was doing some television . . . one television show [on Doordarshan] called Shrikant. You know the one in which he wears that white kurta-pajama and looks like a Bangali jamai babu – I thought he looked very stupid!


*all laugh*


SG: I thought he just changed the complexion of things on TV. Like he did with cinema. What do you remember most from his TV period?


SS: He was very popular in Chandrakanta*. But I was terrified of him going to the shoot because he would give me horrible times at home. He hated the way they would tell him to show more anger, more happiness, everything more, more, more. His main problem with television, Indian television, was this. He loved doing In Treatment†. So, with Shailja, he really hoped ki TV would change, but it did not. He was mentally very tortured. He just couldn’t do what he wanted to because he was constantly told, ‘Ye toh kuchh karta hi nahi hai, yaar, ye toh aise hi khada rehta hai.’ [He doesn’t do anything; just stands there like that.] But he insisted ki, ‘Waise hi khada rahoonga; main nahi karoonga villain jaise villain kiya jaata hai.’ [I will stand exactly like that; I will not act the way a villain is supposed to act.] He wrote to some television producer ki, ‘Mujhe maar do, yaar; main nahi kar sakta yeh.’ [Just kill my character; I just can’t do this.] And they did! They did kill that character, but then, by popular demand, he had to be called back as his brother or something.


*laughs*


It’s very funny. So slowly people just started accepting that this is working for people. Honestly, at that time, he was so embarrassed ki he wouldn’t give me any TV scripts to read, otherwise all through our lives he made me read through every script of his – every!


*all chuckle*


You know that is honestly one portion of our life, of two to three years, where I worked differently and he worked differently. After that . . .


SG: The rest was always together?


SS: Always together. Like even with [The] Warrior, when the first draft came, he made me read it. So that’s one phase where he was not actually proud of what he was doing. I shouldn’t say the word ‘proud’; he wasn’t happy, he wasn’t comfortable doing what he was doing. So that’s what the television phase was . . . except, of course, those Bestsellers. That he always loved doing.


II


SG: And after that, he was done and dusted with TV.


SS: Yes, yes. When we were doing Bestsellers, he also tried directing because that was almost the end of his television career, where we actually thought he didn’t want to act anymore. Because of the format and many other reasons – the way television was in India.


So he directed one of the films. It was called Alvida, a BBC film on leprosy. BBC was the main sponsor. Rafey Mahmood was our cameraperson and Nawazuddin [Siddiqui] did a small role in that. What was interesting is that though it was his first directorial thing, it helped because Rafey is a very cinematic cinematographer, not the usual television cinematographer.


SK: Sutapa, wasn’t that for Bestsellers?


SS: It was! But it was by BBC in a way . . . And he introduced Nawaz! I was trying to tell him, ‘Why don’t you do it?’ He said, ‘No, no, he is a new guy. He’s very good, you’ll see.’


We had a lot of scripting back and forth with BBC. They were saying leprosy has to be underlined. But he made it into a spiritual love story [even as] it talked about leprosy. It was the journey of a person [after] he discovers he has leprosy. That’s what I saw [in] him in his disease. When he actually had his disease that . . . you know . . . you need not be depressed. Because we have used those lines also in that Bestseller: ‘Mayoosi gunaah hai!’ [Sadness is a sin!]


See, this man lost all hope because he had leprosy in the film, and we were shooting in colour and, for that particular portion, Irrfan wanted everything to go black-and-white. So we have this one portion where it’s all black-and-white. Because the world for him became black-and-white and, slowly, when again he kind of comes out of leprosy as a stigma, the film again becomes coloured.


*gets emotional and voice cracks a bit*


What I’m trying to say is that I saw it in his way of battling his own disease. He had [it] in his mind that mayoosi gunaah hai. And I used to get angry, Shubhra. I used to say, ‘You have to consider your disease an enemy. You have to tell him to go away! You can’t make him a friend.’ But he made his disease a friend. He said, ‘Nahi, but woh aaya hai na? Usko rehne do ab . . . hum baatein karenge.’ [Now that he is here, let him stay. We will have conversations.] I was feeling very superstitious as well; it was a very difficult period for me. So I just felt we need to tell him [the disease], ‘Get away! Get lost!’ Many people tell you many things – manifestation, this, that. And here there was this man talking to his disease: ‘Rehne do usko. Usne kya bigaada hai? He’s doing his job.’ [Let him stay. What is his fault?]


I was very mindfucked. But somewhere I saw that glimpse which he had shown as a philosophy, in that Bestseller. Ages back. How to combat – there was no death involved in that Bestseller – but how to combat something when your life has taken a 360-degree turn. I saw a man who is only supposed to be a good actor as a director. I don’t know whether he would have become a director finally because he was doing so well in the end as an actor. But he had this keen sense of music. And editing.


I still have those four TV episodes we shot. When the camera was travelling slowly, we used to say, ‘Yaar, yeh nahi hold karega.’ But when we saw it with the music and with everything else, it did hold, you know? It was telling a story, it was talking of a language which is not words and it’s not in the face of the actors who were speaking. So what is interesting is even so many years ago he had this vision of seeing everything in totality. Even when he was acting, he always saw the whole thing. Shailja and I realized it in Qarib Qarib Singlle, how he saw everything in totality. As in, he’s not happy with only his scenes ki, ‘Dekho, achhe se scenes likh ke tum ko de diye hain. Ab tum karo, yaar, apna kaam, humein apna kaam karne do.’ [I have written good scenes for you; now you do your job and let me do mine.]
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