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Irrfan Khan’s Star 
Power On TIFF 

Red Carpet

By Preeti Thandi

Irrfan Khan can hold his audience 
captive just by gazing at the cam-
era. He gets under the skin of the 
character to portray the right emo-
tion. Yet beyond every emotion 
and expression, his eyes lead you 
to the character’s soul. With his 
steady ascent internationally, Khan 
has not only become India’s global 
face in cinema but his name is syn-
onymous with some of the most 

-
cluding the Academy award win-
ning Life of Pi and Slumdog Mil-
lionaire. Khan received the Padma 
Shri Award in India in 2011 and the 
2012 National Film Award for Best 
Actor for his performance in Paan 
Singh Tomar.  Khan was at TIFF 

Ritesh Batra’s The Lunchbox and 
Anup Singh’s Qissa. He also had 
an in-depth Mavericks session 
with TIFF’s Artistic Director, 
Cameron Bailey. Intense on screen 
and humorously entertaining in 
real life, he talks about his work 

 Khan initially aspired to be-
come a sportsman but his family 
didn’t think he could make a ca-
reer out of it. Mesmerized by the 
world of story telling he had to 
convince his  family that he want-
ed to join the National School of 
Drama (NSD). His family looked 

down upon cinema and didn’t con-

either. “The only eligibility of be-
ing an actor was to learn swim-
ming, riding, dancing and to go to 
Bombay to struggle,” he reveals. 
“However I got my direction from 
actors like Naseeruddin Shah and 
Om Puri. Somehow I came to 
know that’s not the only way to 
become an actor. What they were 
doing was connected with life and 
suddenly my imagination explod-
ed that I can do anything and sud-
denly this possibility of becoming 
an actor became really possible by 
watching them. Because they were 

-
tors were projecting glamour.” 
 Khan who explored method 
acting at NSD by doing Chekov, 
Brecht and Gorky plays couldn’t 
relate to their world, “I used to say 
I don’t know this life. Why are we 
trying to create this world where 
it’s snowing and there’s dampness 
and cold? But I am sweating. I al-
ways had this concern in my mind 
that why are we pretending, why 
can’t we do the way we are?” Mira 
Nair’s Salaam Bombay gave him 
the opportunity to live the life and 
be with the subject but after two 
months of living with the street 

the role. “I was devastated but 
life was trying to prepare me for 
the uncertainty of this profession, 

on the screen,” he says. However 
many years later Khan returned 
to work with Mira Nair on The 
Namesake and describes the direc-
tor as passionate and driven. 
 The turning point in Khan’s 
career came when he worked with 
Asif Kapadia in The Warrior. “He 
changed my life,” says Khan. 
“He introduced me to the magic 
of stories for which I entered this 
profession. I was not experienced 
at that time and suddenly like an 
angel he appeared in my life and 
he provided me with that experi-
ence.”

 Khan wasn’t excited about his 
role in Slumdog Millionaire but 
the only pay off for him was to 
work with Danny Boyle. Speaking 
about the director he says, “I don’t 
think he had seen India before he 

milieu, he was brave enough to 
shoot and let life breathe into the 
frame. He was not overwhelmed 
by it in a negative way.”
 Khan contradicts the opinion 
that Slumdog Millionaire glam-

set in that world and it was not an 

was true to reality. I think in reality 
it is much more harsher. We don’t 
really show reality, we partially 
depict life.”
 Khan who played many a vil-
lain  in an understated menacing 
way embraced the chance to play 
the hero in Paan Singh Tomar. It 
is a role that he says will always 
stay with him because he saw re-

aspirations. “When you play a part 
you explore certain things in your-
self and that becomes part of your 
life and I could not keep on doing 
negative roles because they used 
to affect me,” reveals Khan. “You 
are your own material, you have 
to explore in yourself, you need to 

keep in that space for a long time, 
sometimes it’s not a very pleasant 
experience. I really wanted to ex-
plore heroism, which is not about 
beating ten guys at a time, it is a 
choice and it is a decision.”
 Khan plays an older man 
nearing retirement in Ritesh Ba-
tra’s The Lunchbox at TIFF 2013, 
which is a simple and delightful 
story about a romance that devel-
ops between two strangers through 
food. “I loved the emotion in the 

I didn’t get many chances. There 
-

hood and there was a kind of love 
we experienced while watching 

in my heart. I am seeking that in-
timacy through these stories. This 

from the time of partition. Khan 
was reluctant to play the role of the 
refugee and initially refused. But 
when Singh approached again af-
ter a year, Khan agreed and started 
shooting, “I suddenly connected 
to his vision,” he admits. “He was 
creating a poem, and for me it was 
not about a mundane darkness of 
the story it was about something 
else. It’s a story about separation, 
which starts with partition of In-

dia. It is separation of beings, 
separation of me from my mother 
when I was in her womb and try-

 Khan who always plays his 
parts to perfection believes that 
there are no set rules and formulas 
to acting. “Every part comes as a 
fresh child you have to raise. You 
cannot raise two children similar-
ly,” he notes.
 On being asked if he would 
ever take up the director’s job, 
Khan says, “I don’t think I will do 
that because I don’t know how to 
write. I wish I had learned writing 
and how to construct a story on pa-
per. If I had done that I would have 

at this point of time rather than 
watching how I am looking, this 
is kind of a curse for an actor to 
be presentable all the time because 
you get clicked all the time. It is a 
little fake, the acting job!”


