
Introduction 
Irrfan Khan (1967-2020) was not just an 
important actor in many different kinds of Indian 
films, but also a significant figure in international 
films. We are used to Hollywood stars who are 
known the world over and even major Bollywood 
stars who have a global following, but Irrfan 
achieved something else. He appeared in both 
Hollywood and Bollywood and many other kinds 
of films, not just once but consistently. We might 
argue that he was the first genuine global actor. 
He was also highly prolific, appearing in 150 film 
and TV productions in a 34 year career. 

This event explores Irrfan Khan’s career across a 
diverse range of films, but its prime focus is on 
one of his most successful and most important 
films, The Lunchbox (dir. Ritesh Batra 2013), 
which is currently available on BBC iPlayer until 
June 7th. 

These notes will provide background to both The 
Lunchbox and a selection of other films in which 
Irrfan Khan features. These films will be used in 
the video presentation to focus on differences in 
the types of films and the adaptations Irrfan has 
made for each role. The Zoom discussion will 
focus directly on The Lunchbox, using the other 
material to support aspects of our analysis. 

In order to understand the range of Irrfan’s work 
we must first look at the complexity of different 
forms of Indian and international cinema. 

Indian cinema 
The first point of clarification is to understand 
that the term ‘Bollywood’ does not refer to the 
whole of Indian cinema. In many ways Bollywood 
is similar to Hollywood in that it is a film 
institution, associated with a filmmaking centre in 
Mumbai/Bombay which makes big budget films 
in the Hindi language heavily promoted across 
India. But there are only around 150 such films 

each year. These films tend to have the biggest 
stars and the biggest box office, both in India 
and around the world wherever there is a South 
Asian diaspora. But in India itself there are many 
more films produced that don’t count as 
Bollywood. In 2016 (Indian stats take a long time 
to process) 1,986 films were submitted for 
certification by the Central Bureau of Film 
Classification. 1,600 of these were not in Hindi 
but in one of 42 other Indian languages. In 
addition, there is a significant ‘independent 
sector’ also making Hindi films and an equally 
significant diasporic filmmaking tradition – films 
made in India by Indians who now live abroad.  

‘Traditional’ Bollywood/Hindi cinema 
The Hindi commercial cinema which began to be 
termed ‘Bollywood’ in the early 1990s has been 
described as a masala cinema – a spicy mixture 
of genres, usually action and romance presented 
with several choreographed dance sequences, a 
soundtrack heavily promoted and major stars. 
These films are still made and they appeal to 
both a mass audience in India and South Asian 
communities overseas (NRIs or Non-Resident 
Indians) who are nostalgic for Indian cinema. But 
they are now being challenged. 

‘New Bollywood’ and ‘Hindies’ 
In the last ten years Indian cinema has 
developed in many ways. The major producers 
have become ‘corporatised’. Links have been 
developed with Hollywood. Multiplexes  have 
replaced many traditional cinemas. New 
technologies have been embraced. The result 
has been a split in the audience between the 
wealthier and better-educated audiences in the 
‘metros’ (major cities) and the poorer, less well-
educated audiences in small towns. 

‘New Bollywood’ films are still big budget films 
with stars but increasingly they are dropping the 
dance sequences and using music in a Western 
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manner. The stories are becoming more ‘realist’ 
and more character-driven. Bollywood has 
tended to focus on a fantasy India, but some of 
the new films hark back to the ‘social films’ of 
earlier Hindi cinema. The term ‘Hindie’ has been 
used to refer to seemingly ‘independent’ Hindi-
language films which don’t have the budgets of 
the major production companies. It’s difficult to 
distinguish between these two new types of films 
but a good clue is that the Hindies tend to be the 
films that appear at overseas festivals. 

‘Regional’ cinema 
Films made in other Indian languages have been 
termed ‘regional’ which is somewhat insulting – 
much as when culture outside London is 
deemed ‘provincial’ in the UK. Indian languages 
split into two main groups, the Aryan languages 
of the North, including Hindi, and the Dravidian 
languages of the South. The four main language 
cinemas of the South produce nearly nearly half 
of all Indian films. Chennai produces more films 
than Mumbai. The films of the South are mainly 
popular films, not dissimilar to Bollywood in 
format, as well as a few smaller independent and 
art films.  

Irrfan Khan made only one film in the South, 
Sainikudu (Telugu 2006). Many Southern actors 

of Irrfan’s standing have appeared in Hindi films 
but the reverse is less common. As far as I know 
(without going through 150 credits listings), 
Irrfan Khan has only worked in Hindi, English, 
Telugu and Punjabi. But he has worked 
successfully with ‘regional’ directors who have 
made Hindi films. 

Diaspora films 
The South Asian diaspora is one of the largest in 
the world. It includes both those born outside 
India (including those from families who left 
around the time of Partition) and those who have 
left India more recently to train as filmmakers and 
then settled outside the country. Increasingly 
young people leave India for training and return. 
But whichever of these biographies applies, 
someone who has trained in the US/Canada or 
the UK will often have learned different 
filmmaking practices and will have a network of 
contacts outside India. Diasporic directors have 
been very important for Irrfan Khan, especially 
Mira Nair and Asif Kapadia. 

Other Non-Indian filmmakers in India 
As an actor in both Slumdog Millionaire (2008) 
and Life of Pi (2012) Irrfan Khan became an 
important ambassador moving between Indian 
and international filmmaking communities. He 
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has also appeared in films made by the British 
director Michael Winterbottom (see below) and 
in The Darjeeling Limited for Wes Anderson 
(2007).  

American cinema 
In North America Irrfan starred in Puzzle (US 
2018) opposite Kelly Macdonald. (It’s a terrific 
little film with two of the best actors together.) 
His Hollywood blockbusters include The 
Amazing Spider-man (2012), Jurassic World 
(2015) and Inferno (2016). 

Irrfan Khan as an actor 
Irrfan was born in Rajasthan into a Muslim Pathan 
family. His parents ran a tyre business. Like many 
of the non-mainstream actors who developed 
careers in Indian cinema after the 1990s, Irrfan 
Khan took a vocational education route via the 
National School of Drama in Delhi before 
seeking work in TV and films. His early career 
included work in various TV serials and small 
parts in films with one or two leading parts in 
films that were not widely seen. His lead role for 
The Warrior was his breakthrough in 2001 (see 
below). 

As an actor in Hindi cinema, Irrfan was not 
obviously star material. When he was trying to 
make it in mainstream ‘Bollywood’, the industry 
was dominated by the ‘three Khans’ – Shah Rukh, 
Aamir and Salman. Each of these three was born 
in 1965 and proved themselves as good-looking 
and relatively fair-skinned (prized in Indian 
popular culture), capable of action roles, 
romance and dance routines etc. 

By contrast, Irrfan was not classically ‘handsome’, 
being relatively dark-skinned with slightly 
bulging eyes. On the plus side he was tall by 
Indian standards – several inches taller than the 
three Khans. His eyes were seen as ‘intense’ and 
he proved to have an attractive speaking voice. 
He was also very willing to learn and took acting 
seriously. These characteristics tended to mean 
he was considered for authority roles. In three of 
his best-known films he is a senior police officer. 
Alternatively he could be a ‘bad guy’. He could 
also be cast in serious roles and he played in two 
Shakespeare adaptations. In Maqbool (2003) he 

plays Macbeth as a gangster and he has a cameo 
in Haider (2014) – Hamlet in Kashmir. 

Speaking English fairly fluently was also a 
strength, both for Western productions, but also 
for diaspora films and ‘New Bollywood’. His 
English did noticeably improve over time. 

During his acting career ‘Irfan’ became ‘Irrfan’ 
and he was for a period simply billed as ‘Irrfan’. It 
is quite common in South India for stars to have 
only one name but less so in the North. But he 
did appear with Tabu in several films. 

Indian cinema is an important part of Indian 
culture and there are many awards and prize 
ceremonies. Irrfan won many acting prizes and it 
is very common to find that his acting is praised, 
even if a film is heavily criticised. Once Irrfan 
began to appear in films with an international 
profile, he began to travel with films for festival 
screenings and then to be invited by festivals to 
sit on panels and to speak publicly because of 
his own global profile and the high regard with 
which he was held by industry professionals. He 
also became a celebrity guest on many Indian TV 
talkshows. He was teased about his royal lineage 
– his first name was Sahabzade or ‘Prince’ 
because of his mother’s family. Irrfan decided to 
drop the name. 

We will explore some aspects of his performance 
skills in two films in particular during the video 
presentation. We’ll also consider Irrfan the 
celebrity guest on TV talkshows. A quick scan of 
YouTube reveals Irrfan’s appearances on Indian 
and overseas shows, some in Hindi, some in 
English and some in a mixture of the two like the 
dialogue of many Bollywood films. 

Notes on The Lunchbox  
The Lunchbox is a small independent film, which 
like several recent Indian ‘(H)indies’ has a writer-
director who has trained in North America. Ritesh 
Batra (b. 1979 in Mumbai) is from a middle-class 
family and he gained an economics degree in 
the US and worked for Deloittes for three years.  
He attended film school in New York but then 
dropped out and decided to make his own way 
in the film industry.  

The Lunchbox 3



Unusually for an Indian director, he followed the 
route of submitting short films to festivals. He 
was able to get some of these shorts accepted 
and to win prizes. This in turn gave him access to 
all sorts of workshops/‘laboratories’ and other 
forms of festival funding. In 2011 he returned to 
Mumbai to research a documentary on 
dabawallahs, the men who deliver the 
lunchboxes. It was from this research that he then 
developed the fiction feature that became The 
Lunchbox. Since the success of this, his first 
feature, he has directed A Sense of an Ending 
(2017) in the UK and Our Souls at Night (2017) 
for Netflix in the US. He returned to Mumbai to 
make Photograph in 2019 – a film with many 
similarities to The Lunchbox and also starring 
Nawazuddin Siddiqui. 

The Lunchbox is basically a three-hander (with an 
unseen fourth character ‘upstairs’ in Ila’s housing 
block). The narrative is ‘epistolary’, built around 
the exchange of letters between the two central 
characters.  

Batra was able to decide on Irrfan and 
Nawazuddin Siddiqui for the roles of Saajan and 
Shaikh quickly. In 2013 Nawazuddin was ‘hot’ in 
Indian independent cinema/New Bollywood and 
was breaking into lead roles. In some ways his 

background and career is similar to Irrfan’s, 
although he has arguably had a tougher time. He 
is a farmer’s son from a large family in Uttar 
Pradesh who was first a worker in science 
industries before moving to Delhi and enrolling 
at NSD like Irrfan and then trying to get into 
Hindi films. He had worked with Irrfan a couple 
of times before The Lunchbox. Like Irrfan he has 
won many acting prizes. Like Irrfan too he had to 
work hard to get lead roles because he too is not 
conventional Bollywood ‘good-looking’. He is 
also short, something which aids his character in 
The Lunchbox in developing the kind of 
wheedling figure of Shaikh in conjunction with 
the tall Saajan. 

Casting Ila was much more difficult, involving a 
long search and auditions. Nimrat Kaur turned 
out to be perfect casting. Like Irrfan she is from 
Rajasthan but after higher education she began 
her career in modelling for major brands and 
then moved into theatre where she became very 
successful. She had relatively little film and TV 
experience before The Lunchbox. The film 
helped to launch her film career with a raft of 
nominations for acting prizes. 

As with his later film Photograph, Batra creates a 
narrative through performances rich in details 
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delivered through dialogue and enhanced by 
mise en scène. Some of this is not immediately 
apparent on a first viewing. It’s important to note 
that the three central characters live in different 
parts of Mumbai. Saajan (Irrfan) has the family 
name Fernandes and he is part of Bombay’s 
Christian community. The family opposite have a 
crucifix and an image of The Last Supper on the 
wall. Saajan visits his wife’s grave in the Christian 
cemetery. Shaikh is a Muslim from a poor family 
who has fought hard to survive in Mumbai. He 
lives in ‘Dogri’ a poor area in south-central 
Mumbai associated with criminal gangs. Saajan 
lives in Bandra, a Christian enclave in what was 
an old district of British Bombay and which is 
now part of a new business district outside the 
city centre. It’s less clear where Ila lives and 
where her parents are, but we conclude that they 
are in separate districts elsewhere in the city. 

These locations are about the separate lives the 
characters lead and the central theme of the film 
is that both Saajan and Ila are lonely and 
‘trapped’. What eventually unites them is their 
interest in in the songs and stories of the past. 
Saajan was a major Hindi film in 1991 with the 
number 1 album of the year (10 songs from the 
film). Ila needs ‘auntie’, Mrs Deshpande from 
upstairs, to find the album. ‘Auntie’ also provides 
both the recipes and the ingredients to charm 

Saajan. She in turn needs Ila as a distraction from 
her long vigil over her husband (something 
mirrored by the situation facing Ila’s mother). 

Ila and Saajan need the contact with each other 
but they also need others to ‘bring them out of 
themselves’. Shaikh performs this function for 
Saajan with his invite to dinner and to his 
wedding. Saajan needs to feel good first before 
he can change. It is the letters from Ila (and the 
food!) that start the change but Shaikh plays his 
part in ‘humanising’ Saajan. 

Ila is even more deeply trapped. She is being 
ignored and possibly betrayed by her husband. 
She is expected to stay at home, even though 
her child is at school. Her visits to her mother and 
the news story about the woman who jumps 
from a high building are stark references to Ila’s 
possible future. More eloquent is the scene 
where Ila sits alone in the café waiting for Saajan. 
The composition is ‘functional’ in the sense that 
we know she is being ‘stood up’ but it also 
emphasising that she is alone in a busy Bombay 
café. The scenes around this moment are key to 
the whole narrative. The events themselves are 
complicated by the flashback required by the 
use of letters and we need as an audience to sort 
out the ways in which the events come together. 
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Batra thinks of his films almost as novels and he 
carefully ‘layers’ the clues to what is happening.  

Saajan receives Ila’s invitation around the time 
when he is finally opening up to Shaikh, who has 
told him “Sir, you are glowing. You look 10 years 
younger”. This line comes as Saajan is eying the 
banana and apple Shaikh has bought for lunch. It 
was earlier when ‘two bananas’, as a symbol of 
how the city’s poor survive lunchtime, first 
cracked Saajan’s shell which has kept out the rest 
of the world. At the end of the scene when 
Saajan invites Shaikh to share his lunch, the 
camera moves to a crane shot looking down into 
the canteen and showing Saajan eating with 
Shaikh just like all the other workers in the 
building are eating in groups. Saajan is not alone 
any more. 

When the empty lunchbox arrives in the office 
after Ila has been stood up you may not have 
noticed that Saajan’s co-worker on the desk is 
visible on the far right of the composition. We 
have seen this character several times before, 
but have we ‘noticed’ him before. He looks 
across at Saajan opening the tiffin tins and then 
up at Saajan’s face. Is this a sign that Saajan is 
being noticed, that he is now much more part of 
the world. The next shot of the overhead close-
up of the gleaming and scrubbed empty tins 
seems to be held for a long time – to emphasise 
the hurt of the lonely person. This leads into 
Saajan’s voiceover for his letter to Ila. Voiceovers 
are often criticised in films because they ‘tell’ and 
don’t ‘show’. However, they are inevitable in 
epistolary narratives and Irrfan packs emotion 
into his softly spoken explanation about feeling 
old. It’s worth pointing out here that Irrfan was 
only 45 when he made The Lunchbox. He 
successfully suggests someone much older.  

We’ve mentioned one or two camera 
compositions and to go back to Ila alone in the 
café, the lighting is important in the composition 
which is unusual for mainstream Indian cinema I 
think. Michael Simmonds has worked mainly in 
American Independent cinema, documentary 
and shorts. Similarly, Max Richter who is credited 
with the music score for The Lunchbox is a well-
known German composer who regularly works in 

mainstream Hollywood cinema. His last two 
features in 2019 were Mary Queen of Scots and 
Ad Astra. The songs are carefully chosen, 
presumably by Batra himself. Key personnel in 
the crew were American/European but set 
design, costume etc. were Indian. It’s interesting 
too that a ‘Hindi dialogue consultant’ is listed. 
This was a familiar ‘diasporic’ production. 

The Lunchbox has an open ending which we can 
discuss. The comments about Bhutan refer to the 
government’s aim to pursue a philosophy of 
Gross National Happiness. Nasik is the fourth 
largest city in Maharashtra after Mumbai, Pune 
and Nagpur. It is also a Hindu pilgrimage venue. 

Extracts 

The Warrior (UK 2001) 
The Warrior ‘saved’ Irrfan’s career at a time when 
he was disillusioned with the roles he was able to 
get. It was the first film of the UK director Asif 
Kapadia and initiated a strong friendship 
between the two men, helping them both to 
move forward. Kapadia, born in London in 1972, 
has since gone on to become a major director 
with three very successful documentary features 
Senna, Amy and Diego Maradona. The Warrior is 
an independent film by a diaspora director, set in 
feudal India and shot in Himachal Pradesh. Irrfan 
is the eponymous lead character. 

The Namesake (India-US 2006) 
Directed by Mira Nair, The Namesake is the 
fourth of four features that the director made in 
India. She also made The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist (2012) in Pakistan. Her Indian 
films are usually seen as ‘diaspora’ films. Ms Nair 
was born in Orissa and educated in Delhi before 
she went to Harvard. She began in documentary 
and her first feature Salaam Bombay! (1988) 
developed a fiction from a previous 
documentary. Irrfan Khan had a tiny uncredited 
role in the film. Part-funded by Channel 4 in the 
UK, the film made an impression in Europe and 
India and helped Nair into production on 
Monsoon Wedding (2001) which was a bigger hit 
in India and worldwide. These two films were 
shot only in India but The Namesake is a narrative 
about migration from Calcutta to the US, 

The Lunchbox 6



adapted from the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel by 
Jhumpa Lahiri. 

Irrfan and Tabu play Ashoke and Ashima who 
have a traditional arranged marriage in Calcutta 
and then emigrate to New York state where 
Ashoke has an academic post. The narrative is 
about their family life and specifically about their 
son (played by the Indian-American actor Kal 
Penn) who as a teenager struggles with his twin 
identity as American and ‘Bengali’. The film was 
not a big hit in India, much of it being in English 
and focusing on the son’s attempts to 
understand his heritage during trips to Kolkata. 
But the film impressed many in the film industry 
and it provided Irrfan with the kind of ‘prestige’ 
role which got him noticed, both in India and in 
North America. He would soon get more roles in 
which he used English. 

We will look at an appraisal of Irrfan playing a 
‘Bengali uncle’ in this film. (As in many Asian film 
cultures, older men and women are often 

referred to as ‘uncle’ or ‘auntie’ whether they are 
relatives or not.) 

A Mighty Heart (US-UK 2007) 
After another diaspora film, Partition by Indian-
Canadian Vic Sarin, Irrfan had a small but key role 
in his first Hollywood film. A Mighty Heart was 
shot in Pakistan and deals with the abduction 
and execution of US journalist Daniel Pearl. The 
film stars Angelina Jolie as Mariane Pearl. It was a 
co-production between Brad Pitt’s Plan B 
Entertainment and Revolution Films, the UK 
production company set up by Andrew Eaton 
and Michael Winterbottom.  

Although the film was well received by critics it 
failed to make the big box-office impression in 
either the US or the UK expected of a Jolie film. 
Jolie was a top A List star at the time but both the 
story and Winterbottom’s approach were more 
suited to specialised cinema than the Hollywood 
mainstream. Irrfan plays the Karachi Police Chief 
in charge of the local operation to find and free 
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the journalist. The film did put Irrfan more clearly 
into the limelight for American producers and he 
experienced the ‘guerrilla filmmaking’ style of 
Winterbottom’s work on the streets of Karachi 
and Pune (chosen for some scenes for safety 
reasons). At that time, no Bollywood production 
would risk such an approach. Irrfan would repeat 
his police chief role in Slumdog Millionaire 
(2008), with Danny Boyle taking a style related to 
that of Winterbottom into the chawls of Mumbai. 

Mumbai Meri Jaan (India 2008) 
This is quite a difficult film to categorise. Director 
Nishikant Kamat came out of Marathi language 
cinema. Mumbai is the base of ‘Bollywood’ but 
the language of Maharashtra is Marathi and its 
cinema is one of the larger language cinemas. 
This is a Hindi film with ambitions for a national 
audience. It is an ensemble film offering several 
different personal stories, each a response to the 
2006 bomb incidents in Mumbai.  

Irrfan has one of the lead roles alongside 
established Indian stars/star actors such as the 
Tamil actor Madhavan and the Keralite actor Kay 
Kay Menon. His role marks something of a 
change for him. He plays a street water-seller 
named Thomas who is abused by a police officer 
(one of the other major characters) and then by 
shopping centre staff in front of his wife and 
child. As an act of revenge he begins to call-in 
bomb hoaxes. Eventually he sees the the panic 
and other dangers his acts provoke and he stops.  

The Life of Pi (US-Taiwan-UK-Canada 2012) 
Often discussed as a Hollywood blockbuster, The 
Life of Pi was actually made primarily in Taiwan 
with significant scenes in Pondicherry in India 
and in Montreal. Irrfan plays the grown-up Pi and 
at the beginning of the film he narrates the story 
of his childhood to ‘the writer’ played by Rafe 
Spall. The ironic casting sees Tabu, as Pi’s mother.  
This is the third of four films in which the two 
actors’ roles are related – usually as husband and 
wife! Though a relatively small role, Irrfan’s 
performance is important in introducing the back 
story of the central character, so that when the 
‘action adventure’ begins, the audience is not so 
concerned about having an inexperienced actor 
at the centre of the narrative. Irrfan’s gentle, 

soothing voice acts as a bridge between ‘now’ 
and ‘then’. 

Piku (India 2015) 
One of Irrfan’s most important films, this ‘New 
Bollywood’ film put Irrfan into a triangular 
relationship narrative with the biggest star of 
Hindi cinema, Amitabh Bachchan and one of the 
hottest new female stars Deepika Padukone. 
Irrfan was possibly the most comfortable of the 
three in undertaking this radical new type of film. 

Director Shoojit Sircar and writer Juhi Chaturvedi 
are Bengalis working in the Hindi mainstream 
industry, creating intriguing scripts mixing drama 
and comedy. One of their earlier hits was Vicki 
Donor (20  Amitabh plays Baskhor Banerjee a 
crotchety father in his 70s, a hypochondriac 
living with his unmarried daughter Piku, who runs 
her own design business. His constant neediness 
has made his daughter irritable and now the 
local taxi drivers have refused to take her to work 
each day. This is particularly difficult since 
Baskhor has demanded that they are driven from 
Delhi to Kolkata where he still owns a house he 
wants to see. Piku doesn’t want to drive herself. 
Fortunately Rana (Irrfan) is the owner of a taxi 
company who for his own reasons wants to be 
away from Delhi for a few days and he agrees to 
drive them. The three are almost guaranteed to 
fall out with each other.  

We will look at a scene which has been singled 
out by the director as a good example of the 
clash of acting styles between Amitabh and 
Irrfan. 

Roy Stafford, 27/5/2020
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