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AS GOOD 
AS IT GETS  

It can be hard to pinpoint exactly when an actor has made it to the top of his profession.  
If a host of awards, a Padma Shri and an appearance in Time magazine are markers then actor  

Irrfan Khan,   forever on the brink of superstardom, appears finally to have stepped into it
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T
here is something meticulous 
about actor Irrfan Khan, and 
it’s not just to do with his re-
alistic acting or the perfectly 
timed bouts of laughter. We are 

an hour behind schedule, but Irrfan wants to 
roll his own cigarette and insists on making 
one right then. Painstakingly, he rolls the fil-
ter into a cylinder, fills it with tobacco, rolls 
it up, moistens the shiny edge of the paper 
and lets the cigarette sit for a minute before 
lighting up. “I’m ready,” he says, pulling at his 
freshly rolled stick. He’d have been ready 
five minutes earlier if he’d just lit a regular 
one like everyone else, but it’s clear Irrfan 
likes to do things on his own terms and to 
his own standards. 

After his film debut as the letter writer 
in Mira Nair’s Salaam Bombay (the scene 
got deleted on the editing table), Irrfan was 
stuck in inconsequential roles on television. 
He did as many as 200 episodes of Banegi 
Apni Baat, numerous episodes of Chandra-
kanta and Star Bestsellers. Reminiscing about 
those dark days when he almost called it 
quits, he reveals, “I had begun to ask myself 
if I was a good enough actor. Television never 
allows you to get into the skin of the charac-
ter. All they want you to do is say your lines 
and get out of there. That was very frustrat-
ing. I was fascinated with the idea of enter-
ing a dark hall and not knowing what will 
come on screen. I wanted to put a spell on 
the audiences when they were in the thea-
tre for three hours.” 

Well he did succeed with Vishal Bhard-
waj’s Maqbool when he played the smoul-
dering Indian Macbeth, caught between his 
loyalty to his boss and his longing for the 
boss’s moll. Mira Nair’s The Namesake saw 
a different Irrfan, one who was gentle and 
introverted, and winning  rave reviews inter-
nationally for the role. Emoting largely with 
just facial expression and few dialogues in 

both these films, he impressed both view-
ers and critics.  

The hallmark of his unshakeable self-
confidence is that he is unafraid and deter-
mined to explore the dark depths of the 
human psyche. “A movie has to give me 
something to explore apart from keeping 
me engaged. It has to make me bring up 
something from within me, something that 
I have never shared with the audience be-
fore. I look for characters that haven’t been 
played before. There are some films that 
give you an opportunity to go deeper and 
deeper. And there are films which need you 
to be just on the surface.” 

Lunch Box was one such roll that re-
quired the NSD graduate to explore the 
depths of the character. “When I was new 
to Mumbai I would travel by local trains. I 
saw people leave their homes in the morn-
ing, work like machines and return by the 
same train, for years together. I will never 
forget those faces. They looked as if a bat 
had sucked the blood from them.They 
looked like dead bodies. That’s the char-
acter I was playing in Lunch box. He had a 
strange loneliness. The routine had sucked 
the life out of him.” 

The Warrior, released at film festivals, 
made Irrfan Khan an internationally fan-
cied star and a bankable one. But it was with 
Paan Singh Tomar that the actor emerged 
with all guns blazing. He not only won the 
national award for his portrayal of an Indian 
Olympian-turned-dacoit, it made him the 
toast of critics and audiences alike. It also 
led to a sought after ascent up echelons of 
the acting hierarchy, cementing his place on 
the A-list of performing talent. “There have 
been few turning points in my life and Paan 
Singh Tomar was one of them. It was made 
in such a way that it was also a commercial 
success. I wish I had many more ‘Paan Singh 
Tomars’ in my life.” 
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An Actor is born
Interestingly, back when he was a child, no 
one could have imagined that the painful-
ly thin and shy Sahabzade Irrfan Ali Khan 
from Jaipur harboured dreams of becoming 
an actor. “I remember being on stage for a 
singing competition when I was eight. No-
body could hear my voice. The teacher kept 
playing the harmonium thinking I would 
start any moment. I didn’t,” he recalls. 

After trying his hand at business and 
sports Irrfan was seduced by the screen 
when he saw Dilip Kumar in Naya Daur, 
Naseeruddin Shah in Bhumika and Mithun 
Chakraborty in Mrigaya. “Although, I didn’t 
have a flair for it, I wanted to do what the 
actors were doing on screen. I knew act-
ing would engage me for a long time. I also 
wanted to come out of the cage I was in, 
and acting helped me do that.”  

Living the chArActer 
Serious, dependable actors are known to 
live the characters they play and it’s no dif-
ferent with Irrfan. Knowing the dark, in-
tense and brooding characters he picks it’s 
anyone’s guess how unsettling it must be for 
him. Sunil from In Treatment (HBO series) 
was one such character the actor wanted 
to leave as soon as possible. “I shouted in 
relief after I gave the last shot. I felt like I 
had won the world cup! It was a pain liv-
ing that character for those three months. 
There were seven episodes in that serial and 
my wife and younger son came to meet me 
in New York after the sixth one. We went to 
Canada for a day and when I returned for 
the shoot the last episode something was 
missing. The break of just a day had taken 
me away from the character and the direc-
tor was concerned as I couldn’t emote cor-
rectly. But we were able to get it right the 
next day.” So engrossed was he in the char-
acter that he even failed to recognise Ang 
Lee (director of Life Of Pi) who had come 
to meet him on the set!

The Namesake was another role Ir-
rfan was uncomfortable doing. The ageing 
Ashok Ganguli brought home to him how 
he’d be when he grew old and he didn’t like 
it. That oldness was irritating and he want-
ed to get over with that part. Fortunately, 
he has devised a way of dealing with such 
unpleasant experiences. He looks for coun-
ter traits that balance and make the charac-
ter bearable. “I found a flower-like quality, 
a romanticism hidden in Ashok Ganguli,” 
he recounts. Alternatively, there are char-

acters that Irrfan didn’t want to get out of 
like Maqbool, Life in a Metro, Paan Singh 
Tomar and the latest release Piku. 

In the course of his phenomenal career 
Irrfan has picked up monikers other than 
national award winner, including perfec-
tionist and the ubiquitous ‘driven,’ but they 
don’t faze him. “My best is still to come. I 
have been working towards this time where 
I could work with  directors and subjects 
of my choice. I seem to be close to it now,” 
he says in that distinctively smoky growl. 
Meanwhile, the critics go giddy, calling him 
‘totally compelling’, ‘wildly charismatic’, 
‘the imprinteur of excellence’ and so on. 

Irrfan’s lack of physical vanity has be-
come a recurring theme in his work. He 
played an uncouth student leader in Haasil, 
a quiet and  intense character in Maqbool, 
an introvert in The Namesake, an awkward 
middle aged man looking for a bride in Life 
in a Metro, masochistic poet in Saat Khoon 
Maaf or the widower stuck in a mind-
numbing desk job in Lunch Box. He can’t 
imagine working in any other way. “Life test-
ed me a lot. I believe everyone has to have 
the experiences meant for us. Unless you 
take in those experiences, life keeps bring-
ing you back to that point,” observes the 
father of two.  

Over the last few years, Irrfan Khan 
has become India’s best-known export to 
Hollywood, having worked in blockbuster 
films like A Mighty Heart, Slumdog Million-
aire, The Amazing Spider-Man and Life of Pi 
among others. Apart from the science fic-
tion / adventure film Jurassic World ,he will 
be seen in Ron Howard’s Inferno alongside 
Tom Hanks. 

Living his feArs
It is no secret that actors are an insecure 
lot. And Irrfan doesn’t hide his insecurities 
when he says, “It’s all about acknowledg-
ment. I am constantly thinking: am I being 
recognised? Has the number of people ask-
ing for autographs gone down? It’s a trap. 
I wonder what will happen if this is taken 
away. Will I have the same level of fulfill-
ment? Ideally, I want it to be okay even if it’s 
not there. It shouldn’t become my crutch. 
I am working towards that.” Not having a 
choice to do what he really craves to do also 
bothers him. “The feeling that I may not be 
commercially viable enough for a director 
I want to work with is scary,” says Irrfan 
who admits to becoming self obsessed and 
concerned about his looks. It’s unfortunate 
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A movie has to make me 
bring up something from 
within me, something 
that I have never shared 
with the audience before. 
I look for characters that 
haven’t been played 
before. There are some 
films that give you an 
opportunity to go deeper 
and deeper. And there 
are films which need you 
to be just on the surface.
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but true that the Hindi film industry is not 
very kind to ageing actors. It caters only to 
the youth. 

Another grouse that Irrfan has against 
the industry is the imbalance of remuner-
ation where a single star can pocket the 
chunk of a film’s budget. He blames not 
just the actors, but corporate houses too, 
for this dismal state. “Corporates with 
deep pockets started to pay humongous 
amounts of money to actors. This ruined 
the market. I feel the writers should be 
paid more than the actors. They are the 
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Life tested me a lot. 
I believe everyone 
has to have the 
experiences meant 
for us. Unless 
you take in those 
experiences, life 
keeps bringing you 
back to that point

true heroes of the film. Actors only bring 
in the audiences to the theatre.”

 Still under 50, Irrfan has reached a point 
in his life where he can take his time and pick 
his roles. It’s an enviable position, but one he 
has achieved on the strength of his convic-
tions and talent, rather than through luck, 
looks and connections. Is he the poster boy 
for meaningful cinema? It’s not too fanciful 
a notion. The fact that this most unassum-
ing Khan in the Indian film industry is play-
ing the lead to Deepika Padukone in Piku is 
surely an indication of it.  
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