BY PREETI THANDI
He breathes life into every character
and transforms an ordinary
everyman to a memorable screen
persona. May it be the Punjabi
businessman in Khosla Ka Ghosla,
the Hyderabadi driver in Well Done
Abba or the negative professor in 3
Idiots, his versatility as an actor can
only be matched to the variance of
his roles. Boman Irani is inquisitive
about the character he is playing
and that inquisitiveness is projected
in his acting.
A versatile actor and a man of
many trades, it is hard to believe
that the most sought after actor
in Bollywood today was actually
in room service at Bombay’s Taj
Mahal hotel years ago. Not only
that, he used to run a bakery with
his mom and describes observing
people taking out money from the
wallet to pay for their purchases
and how that ritual gave away a
piece of their personality to him.
A keen observer, Irani started
amateur photography in his
neighborhood park to supplement
his income. His aim was to
become a wildlife photographer
but instead he shot Miss India
Beauty Pageants. Chance placed
him on the stage and in the
spotlight making him a successful
theatre actor who performed in the
longest running English play in Mumbai’s theatre history. Films came knocking but he didn’t immediately
accept. Acknowledging his family as the motivational factor in his life, Irani is celebrating his 25th wedding
anniversary this year.
With close ties to Toronto where his cousin and 88 year old Aunt (Massi) live, Irani was in the city to
attend a retrospective of his work at the 10th Masala! Mehndi! Masti! Festival this summer. Surrounded
would also be hosting the upcoming 2011 IIFA Awards in Toronto. Honest, humble and humorous, Irani
is not only a great actor but also an inspirational person to talk to. He openly throws in anecdotes, life
learned experiences, insights and advice.
Here’s Boman Irani speaking to Preeti Thandi for CityMasala Magazine
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CM: From the food business to
the ﬁlm business - how has the
transformation been for you?
BI: It’s been a nice long journey
– a journey of great learning, of
great ups and downs and lots
of disappointments. It’s always
those disappointments that are
the greatest springboards. If you
have any self-worth you’ll feel that
disappointments should not be the
knockout punch.
I thought that the best advice
I could give myself was to do
something I would excel in, love,
and be passionate about. I’ve done
that pretty late in life, at the age
of 32. When I ﬁnally got started off
as a photographer, I started doing
theatre on the side as another
expression of a creative form. I
started enjoying theatre so much
that I was not even willing to do
cinema for a while till Munnabhai
M.B.B.S. came into my life and that
changed everything. So that’s the
story.
CM: Are there any similarities
between the bakery/ food
business and the ﬁlm business?
BI: You are still dealing with human
beings so that’s the great similarity.
In the movie business if I’m not
dealing with human beings and I
am not drawing from human beings then I’m not
doing my job well. Acting doesn’t come from thin
air. It doesn’t come from plain histrionics. Acting
comes from deriving
from real life - from real
life people and real life situations and emotions
that people have been through and feel. If you
can capture that and try and make something of it
then your roles and performances will have greater
resonance. So the similarity is the connection with
human beings.
CM: How did you get your ﬁrst big break?
November 2010

BI: Munnabhai M.B.B.S.? I did a small role in a
ﬁlm Let’s Talk, an experimental ﬁlm. It was shot
on digital video. I didn’t have a hope in hell that
it would do anything but it was seen by a few
people and it got a theatrical release too. Next
thing I knew was that we were going to festivals.
Aamir Khan, Shabana Azmi and Vinod Chopra saw
the ﬁlm and they were truly appreciative of this
new young fella (at the age of how old was he
then? 42? 43? when I did it). So they were very
appreciative and Vinod Chopra then said why don’t
I do Munnabhai M.B.B.S.? It didn’t sound exciting
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inquisitive about the character you are
playing…

to be honest.
CM: But you made it exciting…

BI:
a very inquisitive person. I also sponge on people
in a nice way. I observe how people listen. There
are thousands of ways how people listen and to me
acting is all about listening. The more you listen,
the better you say your own lines. If you are not
listening to the other guy your lines will never stand
out. People listen and there are masks they wear
while they are listening. Their degrees of attention

BI: No, Raj Kumar Hirani made it exciting. I just
played along with it.
CM: From a baker to a photographer to a
successful theatre actor and a movie star, what
do you relate to most? How do you perceive
yourself?
BI: To me everything is the same in many ways,
except that the movie business has fans. The rest
of it is all the same. Whatever you do, there is
preparation, passion, delivery and then there is
payoff, that’s it.

they are listening and I seem to enjoy that. So when
you are listening, you’re not listening with your ears
but you’re listening with your eyes and I tend to use
these little aspects in
my roles.
CM: Many character
actors start
migrating to the
west, the ones that
have really done
well for themselves.
Are you considering
any of that?

CM: What was it like growing up in the Parsi
community in Bombay?

the globe you are in.

CM: So would you say you are an offspring of
chance?

BI: It’s good to be rooted. It’s good to know your
background well. It’s good to know yourself well.

BI: I don’t believe in this luck business actually.
CM: I don’t mean the luck business but it
almost appears that people were telling you to
do something but you were not very keen and
then it happened…

spend so much time working on a character that you
don’t know and we spend very little time working on
our own character, people who we are supposed to
know very well because after playing so many odd
characters we tend to not know who you really are.
But the more you know and the more you are aware
of who you really are, to know thyself, I think you

BI: There are signals that your body sends out also.
It’s not that it hits you in the eye like a pie. You
know that you can act. People can encourage you
and push you in the right direction.

being.
CM: Like you said, it’s almost like you are
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BI: See I can’t plan
anything. I am not
a great planner. If I
planned out my own
career I wouldn’t have
been here. I would
have made a mess
of it. Things happen
and I did my best and
that’s what it is. I do
my best at what’s
given but there’s no
harm in exploring
different roles no
matter which part of
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