(Below) Irtfan Khan
with Tom Hanksina
still from Inferno;
(bottom) Irrfan

in Madaari

rrfanKhan hasthesoulofa
wandering Bedouin.

Evenashe straddles successful careers
inHindi and international cinema, the
Jurassic World star yearns more and more
tobecloser tonature. Recent projects have
helped the actor, known for his
melancholic eyesand penchant for
nuance, fulfil this aspiration.

‘While shooting in the deserts of
Rajasthanthisyear, he spent ahappy
monthwithoutreading newspapers,and
made friendswith birdsand camels.
Another upcoming filmsent himintothe
lapofthe hillsin Chittagong, Bangladesh.

Enviably, the people in these places
appeared to him tobe content living inless
modern ways. “Sometimes you feellife is
betterwhenyouhave noagenda.”

AtIrrfan’swell-appointed home in
Oshiwara, however, there seemstobe a
pressingagenda. Membersofhis entourage
hangaround, waiting for orders, ashe
finishes one meeting after another. When
heis ready forthe interview, 30 minutes
afterthescheduled time, his sonorous
voice precedes him.

Hestepsoutofaroomdressed inslim-fit
jeans, blue T-shirt, and a khakishirt on top,
looking carefully dishevelled. Hisbrown
hairisslightly overgrown, and a single
greenstud gleams on hisleft ear. Helooks
younger than his 49 years. Aslender Apple
laptop. filmscripts, a packetofloose
tobaccoand rolling paper crowd the centre
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table. Stills of Qissa, his 2014 work, flicker
onaprojectionscreen.

Thiscannothave been thescene ofa
just-concluded script-readingbecause
Irrfanis carefulnottoschedule thoseinthe
afternoon. “And notafter luncheither,” he
says, witha sheepish grin. “Once, Iwent
intodeepslumberand was soembarrassed.
Sometimes there isnothing todiscoverin
thenarration, soIgetbored.”

Itisclearthemanhasasense of humour.
When he laughs, the impactreaches hiseyes
and temples. Heisa patientinterviewee,
giving more than the10 or15minutes
celebrities usually offer tojournalists. The
responsesare often philosophical, and his
meditationson acting especially confirm
hisdramaschool-origins.

“But people always talk only abouthis
acting,” his wife Sutapa Sikdar rues. “He
hasawhole other side too. He loves music.”

Irrfan is an admirer of The Doors’ Jim
Morrison, and the Kurdish singer Aynur
Dogan. He likes to discover artists through
musical films such as Cuba’s Buena Vista
Social Club and Crossing the Bridgeby
Fatih Akin.

Asaviewer, he prefersdocumentaries
over fictional tales. It has been an enduring
desiretodoa filmwhere heisimmersedin
music. A forthcoming work, The Songof
Scorpions, took him close butnot all the
way. Itisbased on musicbuthischaracter
does not play any.

‘Witha mysterious faith, Irrfan declares,
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“IthinkIamaboutto get something related
to music. Itisjustin the periphery.”

rrfanis abelieverinserendipity, saying

helistenstothe “signsthat life gives™
Severalimportant career decisionswere
born fromthis, aswell asan innate desire to
attackennui.

Theeldestsoninafamily that
descended from the Nawabs of Tonk, he
wasraised in Jaipur. Unlike hisuncles,
Irrfan’s father did not inherit farms or
villagesbut started atyre business.

Acting was hardly seenas a profession
where he grewup. Much of hiscomfortable
childhood was spent being bored in
classrooms. During the summers, he
would visit cousins in Tonk, observing
bullock cartsand exploring “haunted”
mansions for fun.

After Class X, young Irrfan took up
some field jobsthat might have helped him
gooverseas, buttwo monthsin, he
abandonedit.

Soon, the films of Dilip Kumarand
Naseeruddin Shah piqued hisinterestand
hesawitasasigntotryacting. “ButIwas
not going toland up in Bombay. Iwanted to
learnthe craft.” He knocked instead on the
doors of Delhi’s National School of Drama
(NSD)and lied about having done 10 plays,
aprerequisite forgetting in.

He would meetseveral important
people there: his writer wife, Sutapa, for
one. Fellow student Tigmanshu Dhulia
would goonto direct him in television
and on the bigscreen. There was also
Professor RobinDas, whose advice he still
carries with him: a good actorlets his
emotionsgo butstill keepsan eye on
which lightis on him.

Irrfan’s process begins with searching
foranentryintothestory and the character.
Some roles are easy tograspbecause they
aresimple or very clearly envisioned. Some
others,says Irrfan, need himto finda
physical model.

Afterinitially struggling toessay the
character of the athlete-turned-banditin
PaanSingh Tomar, hebegan channelling
hisfather’'sdemeanour and mannerisms.
The Namesake’s Ashoke Ganguli was a
mystery tohimuntilhe metwriter Jhumpa
Lahiri’sunobtrusive father.

“He makes major character revelations
with the smallest of gestures,” Gabriel
Byrne, his co-star on HBO's In Treatment
had told The New York Times. Irtfan’s
drama teacher Das sayshe spenttime
amongpeople aswell asalone on campus.

Dasdirected himin a production of Jean
Anouilh’sfarcical play Fighting Cockwhere
he played a man confronted by his
Dbetrothed’s father. Instead of loud
movements, [rrfan chose tomake subtle

ones. “Tasked him ifit wasdifficult to act
caricaturish. He said it felt odd. In the run-
through, I saw hisway worked beautifully
ascomedy.”

Irrfan later moved to Mumbaitoworkin
television. Arolein Star Bestsellers,
directed by Dhulia, won himaccolades. In
2002, whenIrrfan wastoying with TV
production, abig break came in the form of
TheWarrior by British film maker Asif
Kapadia. This, he believes, wasanother
sign toturn tocinema. Dhulia filmed the
student politics drama Haasilwith Irrfan
thenextyear.

Theinternationalmovies in his
filmography are by far outnumbered by
Indiantitles butthey have brought him
recognition. The New York Timeshas
written of his “soulful gaze”, whilea
Guardianwriter called him a “dependable
actor”whois “head-turningly handsome”.

Playwright Adam Rapp, whoscripted
theepisodes of In Treatment inwhich
Irrfanstarred, says he isamongthe greatest
actorsalive today. LEGO, the toy maker,
introduced Simon Masrani, [rrfan’s
characterin Jurassic World, ina2015
collectionbased on the film.

Apart from the testimonials for his
actingchops, directorssuchas Mark Webb
of TheAmazing Spiderman and
AngLeewhocasthiminLifeofPi
have praised hisinteresting face.

Thisisdrastically different
from hisearly daysinIndian
films when his looks were
routinely termed
unconventional. “It was mostly
used asa condescending thing.
ToshowIdon'tbelong here,”
observesIrrfan.

Asayoungaspirant, he had doubts
aboutbeingaccepted as “a hero”, but
focused on references like Rajesh Khanna
and Amitabh Bachchan whosucceeded
despite their unusuallooks. The old label
doesnot botherhimnow. “Theday T
become conventional,somethinginside
mewilldie.”

Hedislikes comparisons with the other
Khans of Bollywood.

The image-conscious celebrity in him
surfaces only once when he askstobe
shown his photographsbefore they are
carried. He isboyish almost, otherwise,
putting his legsup onthe whitesofa,and
occasionally folding his arms behind
hishead.

More recently, Indian film makers are
imagining him in lighter, romantic roles.
Shoojit Sircar’s Piku most notably casthim
opposite the statuesque Deepika
Padukone. Before that, Irrfan played the
reticentSaajan Fernandeswhoturnsintoa
tender loverin The Lunchbox.

Playwright Adam
Rapp, who scripted
the episodes of In
Treatment in which
Irrfan starred,

says he is among
the greatest

actors alive today
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America’s new hunger forbringing
diversity toits television and cinematoo
spells good things for Indian artists, he
notes. “They don’trequire that Peter Sellers
cliché anymore. Neither Hollywood wants
it, neither are we interested in doing it.”

Sofar, he hasmet demands tospeak
English withBritishand American accents,
as wellasthe more confounding French-
Canadian-Indianaccent for Lifeof Pi.

isappreciation forlanguage seems

deep. “Everylanguage hasits own
peculiarity, itsown flavour, and its
ownappeal.”

He picked upBengaliand Punjabi for
roles in The Namesake and Qissa,
respectively. With certainscripts, asin the
case of Piku, he called for areading because
the writing seemed tohave aunique
rhythm toit.

‘WithMagbool, he memorised each line
asisbecause any improvisation took away
fromit.

Nextup, Irrfan willappear in Nishikant
Kamat's Madaari, and share Hollywood
screen space with Tom Hanks in Inferno.

He has interestsin reading beyond film
scripts, asevidenced when he tweets lines
from the poetry of Rainer MariaRilke, and
linkstoarticlesinthe Paris
Review. Anthony Burgess,
Haruki Murakamiand the Hindi
writer Uday Prakash areamong
his favourites.

Irrfanrarely puts pento
paperhimself though. Thereis
not enoughharmony between
histhoughts and written words.
“Therearespelling and
grammar mistakes thatIonly noticelater,”
hesaysabouthis tweets.

Hiselderson, Babil, isseemingly a
skilled writer. “Even when heis accusingus
over SMS, there isa kind of force and
expression that we cannotignore.”

Itwasone suchaccusation thatled
the actor to move to the tony suburb
of Oshiwara.

Irrfanlooks decidedly less relaxed here
thanhe had inhisquiet, sea-facingMudh
Island home two years ago. Ifit were not for
traffic, which lengthenscommute, he
would continue living faraway.

Mumbaialways struck him asa place
obsessed withmoney. Inthe heartofthe
city, man and wild have noconnection; a
letdown forsomeone whose favourite
childhood memory is walking in the forest
with his father.

“When you are young you are fascinated
by somany things. Some thingsdrop, some
stay. [can be withoutanythingbutIcannot
bewithoutnature,”says perhaps one of the
mostnaturalactors inthe industry.



