
  
Presents 

 
 

 

 

PHOTOGRAPH  

 

A film by Ritesh Batra  

(110 mins, Germany/India/USA, 2019) 

Language: Hindi, Gujarati, English   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distribution 

 

Mongrel Media Inc 

1352 Dundas St. West 

Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M6J 1Y2 

Tel: 416-516-9775  Fax: 416-516-0651 

E-mail: info@mongrelmedia.com 

www.mongrelmedia.com 

 

 

Publicity 

 

Bonne Smith 

Star PR 

Tel: 416-488-4436 

Twitter: @starpr2 

E-mail: starpr@sympatico.ca 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:info@mongrelmedia.com
mailto:info@mongrelmedia.com
http://www.mongrelmedia.com/
http://www.mongrelmedia.com/
mailto:starpr@sympatico.ca
mailto:starpr@sympatico.ca


 

 

PHOTOGRAPH 

 

A struggling Mumbai street photographer pressured to marry by his grandmother convinces 

a shy stranger to pose as his fiancée during a family visit. Despite vast cultural differences, the pair 

develops a surprising connection that challenges their worldviews in a wistful and funny romance 

from Ritesh Batra (The Lunchbox).  

 Rafi (Nawazuddin Siddiqui) came to Mumbai from a small village to earn money to pay off 

an old family debt. Working as a street photographer, he shares one small room with friends and 

sends almost everything he makes to his grandmother, Dadi (Farrukh Jaffar), in the hope she will be 

able to buy back her ancestral home. To satisfy the elderly woman’s desire for him to marry, he 

sends her a photo of a shy stranger, claiming that the girl, Miloni (Sanya Malhotra), is his fiancée. 

When his grandmother insists on a meeting, he tracks Miloni down and asks her to pretend to be his 

betrothed.  

A sheltered young woman studying to become an accountant, Miloni lives a quiet, middle-

class life with her parents, and awaits an arranged marriage to a suitable boy when she finishes 

school. She impulsively agrees to Rafi’s scheme, opening the door to an unexpected adventure at the 

crossroads of tradition and modernity. Featuring some of Indian cinema’s most popular actors, 

Photograph is a heartwarming and comical snapshot of life in contemporary Mumbai.  

Written and directed by Ritesh Batra (The Lunchbox, Our Souls at Night), Photograph stars 

Nawazuddin Siddiqui (The Lunchbox, Bajrangi Bhaijaan) , Sanya Malhotra (Badhaai Ho, Dangal), Vijay 

Raaz (Monsoon Wedding, Run), Virendra Saxena (A Wednesday, Krishna), and Farrukh Jaffar (Swades, 

Sultan). The film is produced by Batra, Viola Fügen (Foxtrot, Only Lovers Left Alive), Neil Kopp (I 

Don’t Feel at Home in This World Anymore, Green Room), Michel Merkt (Elle, The Death and Life of John F. 

Donovan), Vincent Savino (Blue Ruin, Certain Women), Anish Savjani (Blue Ruin, Wendy and Lucy) and 

Michael Weber (Foxtrot, The Untamed). Director of photography is Ben Kutchins (“Ozark,” “Mozart 

in the Jungle”) and Timothy Gillis (11:55). Editor is John F. Lyons (Our Souls at Night, The Lunchbox). 

Production designer is Shruti Gupte (Baazaar, The Lunchbox). Composer is Peter Raeburn (Dark Was 

the Night, Woodshock). Executive producers are Smriti Jain (The Lunchbox, Titli), Gaurav Mishra (A 

Death in the Gunj, Bajatey Raho), Arun Rangachari (The Lunchbox, Bucket List) and Vivek Rangachari 

(The Lunchbox, Bucket List). 

  



 

 

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 

 

Since the international success of his 2013 debut feature film, The Lunchbox (aka Dabba), 

writer and director Ritesh Batra has traveled far from his hometown of Mumbai to helm the 

romantic drama Our Souls at Night, starring Jane Fonda and Robert Redford, and the mystery drama 

The Sense of an Ending, with Jim Broadbent, Charlotte Rampling and Michelle Dockery. His charming 

and insightful new film, Photograph, marks Batra’s return to his roots for an inspired and funny 

look at love in the contradictory world of modern urban life on the Indian subcontinent.  

The director says he was inspired by both exuberant Bollywood musicals and a classic 

Shakespeare comedy when he wrote Photograph. The idea, which had been gestating for years, is 

based on what he calls “the kind of cheesy Bollywood movies I saw in the ’80s growing up in India,” 

says Batra. “They were always some kind of ‘Taming of the Shrew’ adaptation. There were hundreds 

of them with a poor guy who’s maybe a car mechanic and a rich girl who is a little hot-tempered.” 

For decades, the Indian film industry has made tales of plucky heroines who defy tradition 

and family with the men they love its stock-in-trade. “The girl in these movies has little more to do 

than look pretty and spend three hours being mindlessly pursued by the hero as her family 

alternately bosses her around and mollycoddles her,” says Batra. “Nowadays she may have a job, a 

goofy group of friends, a lovable dog, or none of these ― but she’d certainly have a say in who she 

wants to end up with. The best films are both funny, with at least one nice belly laugh, and suitably 

romantic. I wanted to do that, but instead of it being a typical melodrama, it would be a very real 

story about people living in Mumbai today and have more a feeling of an independent arthouse film 

than a Bollywood extravaganza.” 

Miloni, a shy and traditionally raised middle-class Mumbaikar, crosses paths with Rafi, a 

Muslim villager living in the city trying to scratch out a living as a street photographer. Getting to 

know his characters intimately was the first step for Batra as he developed the script. “I started by 

writing about her,” he says. “Then I wrote about him. I was thinking about who these people would 

be, what happens to them and how it is that their lives go along together for some time. Eventually 

it became a story I was dying to tell.”  

Like Alfonso Cuarón in last year’s acclaimed Roma, Batra has returned to the languages of his 

childhood for Photograph, with dialogue in both Hindi, one of India’s two official languages (along 

with English) and Gujarati, a language commonly spoken in Mumbai. He worked with award-

winning actress Nimrat Kaur while creating his screenplay, continuing a collaboration that began 



 

 

during The Lunchbox. Batra prefers to start writing in English and then adapt it to Hindi with Kaur’s 

invaluable input.  

“Not only does Nimrat have the instincts of a great actor,” explains the filmmaker, “she has 

a knack for Hindi dialogue. She takes what I have written and shapes it into authentic colloquial 

language. We’ve worked together twice, and it’s been such a pleasure.”    

Following the intersecting paths of two people who would typically never meet has been a 

theme in Batra’s work and often a source of humor. “You will see it in both The Lunchbox and Our 

Souls at Night,” he says. “What really interests me is the idea of longing. The different ways people 

express that can be both funny and sad, which is something I always want to see in a film. Wanting 

something you can’t have is certainly sad, but the longing that comes with it can be incredibly 

moving and funny.” 

The director believes people often mistake that kind of longing for loneliness, but he sees it 

as something very different. Longing, he says, is an act full of life and vitality, with room for humor 

and sadness and everything in between. “I don’t know if I’ve ever met anyone truly lonely, but I’ve 

met lots of people who are longing for all kinds of things: the past, things they dream of but have 

never seen, other people, even for the smallest of things. Miloni speaks about missing a soft drink 

from her childhood called Campa Cola. It was the only cola available in India for years. I don’t quite 

remember how it tasted, but for me it signifies simpler times. I felt these characters might have been 

happier in those times.”  

Rafi and Miloni are divided by radically different religious, economic and cultural 

backgrounds, and even skin color, but both struggle with the same kinds of existential questions, 

observes Batra. “India’s in a very interesting place now,” he says. “When I was growing up, and for 

probably centuries before that, people always thought as a family first. Recently, they have started to 

think of themselves as individuals rather than as part of a family. It’s become one of the central 

conflicts in Indian life today.” 

It is a conflict Batra struggles with himself. “I’ve now been in the U.S. for half my life,” he 

explains. “But I grew up in India and that still sticks with me. It’s a real conundrum when I go back: 

Am I supposed to think as an individual or am I supposed to think of the family first?”  

Miloni and Rafi find themselves at odds with the expectations of a modern world in which 

they can’t ever truly be themselves. For her, it means that while she has been raised to be a 

professional and is excelling in her classes, she still lives with her parents and must defer to them in 

all things, including her choice of career and husband. For his part, Rafi has moved far away from 



 

 

the village he grew up in and lives without family around him, but he is still bound by tradition to 

restore his family’s honor and to satisfy his grandmother’s wishes.  

Perhaps because the two characters are so different, their encounter opens new doors for 

each of them, Batra says. “I don’t know that they are attracted to each other in a conventional way. 

But some people are able to inspire us to be something other than what we believe we can be. They 

do that for each other. She brings about a curiosity in him. She inspires him to take a moment for 

himself and do something for somebody other than his family. He gives her an opportunity to 

explore and expand her world, to take on a new persona when she is with him and his grandmother.  

“There’s a lot of nobility and sacrifice that goes into thinking as a family as opposed to 

thinking as an individual,” Batra observes. “Both of these people are torn between that and putting 

their own desires first. I don’t think the film says either one or the other way is right. That question 

is something I thought would be interesting to present to a wide audience.”  

 

Snapshot of a City 

 Mumbai is a city of stark contrasts, home to both a 27-floor private residence and some of 

the most desperate slums in the world. Centuries-old temples and modern office buildings co-exist 

side-by-side, while the glitzy world of Bollywood and India’s straight-laced financial sector flourish. 

Luxury hotels and restaurants have proliferated in recent decades. Chowpatty Beach is a longtime 

destination where visitors still enjoy the city’s renowned street food, bhelpuri, in a portable paper 

cone. Capturing the dynamism and rich color palette of this unique meeting of East and West called 

for someone, like Batra, with the eye of an artist and the heart of a Mumbaikar.   

In this complicated, hectic world, Batra tells a story of extraordinary sweetness and 

optimism. “The location has so much to do with the story,” says Batra. “It is shaped by life in 

Mumbai, which cannot be replicated in any other city in India or elsewhere. People are defined by 

the small corner of the Earth they stand on. It’s unlikely that two people like Rafi and Miloni would 

ever meet in the real world, but our story makes it plausible. Whatever happens after could only take 

place in Mumbai.”  

Having grown up in Mumbai allows Batra to create a personal and relatable picture of this 

unique city, according to executive producer Smriti Jain. “His idea of what Mumbai is has been set 

in his mind. He captured the city we travel through every day, the people we meet every day. No one 

and nothing was designed or created for the film. It feels like people you have met and the city you 

see.” 



 

 

Producer Vincent Savino says that in many ways Photograph is Batra’s love letter to the city 

he was born in and the culture that nurtured him. “I see the story as universal, but it is told with 

great specificity for Indian culture. He showcases the city beautifully. I think people will get insights 

into what it’s really like to be there.” 

As realistic as his portrait of the city is, Batra is unafraid to cross the line into magical 

realism, when he believes it is warranted. “I have often tapped into the canon of Latin American 

literature, like Gabriel García Márquez, in my writing,” he admits. “Nothing expresses a character’s 

internal state more than how they perceive magic in a world that seemingly has none. If you believe 

in a ghost, maybe he will come and speak with you someday. Why not?”   

The action of Photograph begins at the bustling Gateway of India, a landmark that has 

become a symbol of both modern and historic Mumbai. Built to commemorate the visit of King 

George V and Queen Mary to India in 1911, it has become a favorite place for tourists and locals 

alike, with pleasure boats that tour the harbor and vendors of all kinds. For decades it welcomed 

dignitaries arriving in India via the Arabian Sea. Today the area in front of the Gateway swarms with 

street photographers like Rafi, who make a living offering instant snapshots to passersby.  

“When I was a kid, it was the place people went on Sundays,” says Batra. “So it’s a tourist 

attraction but also a local hangout and it’s always jam-packed with people. We roped it off for 

shooting and had between 300 and 400 of our people on set. Dealing with onlookers could be very 

challenging, but you can’t just build a Gateway!” 

According to producer Anish Savjani, Photograph is the first film shot at the Gateway since 

the 2008 terrorist attack on the nearby Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, a Raj-era architectural marvel that is 

often seen in the background of the film. “Ritesh knew where he wanted to shoot from the 

beginning,” says Savjani. “Mumbai is chaotic, but we had such a solid crew. Still, shooting there is 

different in a lot of ways from what we are used to. It was a huge learning curve, but we had some 

fantastic people to guide us.”  

Mumbai is a densely populated city of about 20 million that continues to grow every day, so 

keeping order while shooting in the city’s public spaces was a challenge. “It was very difficult to 

control the environment,” says Batra. “When I shot in Mumbai five years ago, it was very different. 

The traffic was not as crazy. There are about 10,000 people moving to the city every day. There is a 

mass migration from the villages into the city. That changes the scenario but shooting in real 

locations gives you a real experience of Mumbai.”   



 

 

Cinematographer Ben Kutchins says the tumult of the city and its people could never be 

replicated on a set, so even in an atmosphere as unpredictable as Mumbai, he prefers shooting on 

location. “The city is a living, breathing organism,” says the cinematographer. “It never stops 

moving and changing and growing. As a location, it gives you limitations that can be your biggest 

assets. Without some imperfections, it would seem a little dishonest.” 

Securing locations was a complex process, which sometimes involved obtaining permission 

from as many as five separate entities, according to Batra. And even after gaining access, there was 

always a chance that permission would be canceled at the last minute. In fact, one of the film’s most 

important locations, Rafi’s home, was torn down just before shooting was to begin. The one-room 

flat the character shares with several friends was located in a slum area of Mumbai that was suddenly 

razed.  

“The weekend before we were to shoot there, the entire place, which had been there for at 

least 50 years, was destroyed,” says Batra. “In a day, 10,000 slum dwellings were just bulldozed.” Out 

of respect for the former residents, the filmmakers decided not to shoot in the area, and instead to 

reconstruct the interior and a courtyard exterior on a set and add backgrounds in post using blue 

screen.  

Despite those difficulties, Batra says India is a wonderful place to shoot a movie, not least 

because of the exceptional professionalism of the film crews. “They go beyond the call of duty. We 

had one shooting day that went 23 hours. At a certain point I gave everyone a choice between 

staying and going and not one person left. I think that’s a pretty unique experience that couldn’t 

happen anywhere else in the world.”  

Kutchins agrees that the crew was extraordinary. “My team was some of the best that I’ve 

worked with anywhere in the world. I would bring them with me to shoot everywhere if I could.”  

Savjani, whose parents grew up in India before relocating to the U.S., gained a new 

appreciation for the country while making the film. “I had developed the same image of India that 

any kid brought up in America would have,” he says. “My parents are from a village, and I thought 

India was all very rural. I had no idea how beautiful Mumbai is. It’s a completely modern, culturally 

rich city. The film may surprise audiences with a picture of an incredibly diverse metropolis. I didn’t 

know what to expect and what I found was magical.”  

As specific as the story is to its location, it will resonate on both sides of the globe, according 

to producer Neil Kopp. In one sense, he says, it as a classic independent film that Americans will 

easily relate to. “It’s about finding companionship and maybe even love, but filtered through an 



 

 

Indian sensibility,” he explains. “Seeing the two cultures meet in one place has been exciting for us. I 

hope that audiences come away with a simple, timeless, universal message about vastly different 

people being able to transcend boundaries.”   

 

 

Finding Rafi and Miloni 

Batra knew from the beginning that he wanted Bollywood icon Nawazuddin Siddiqui, with 

whom he had worked on The Lunchbox, to play Rafi. He believed that Siddiqui’s tough-guy looks and 

innate sensitivity would make him an unusual and effective choice for the role.  

“Since the first time I worked with Nawaz, he has become a huge star in India,” says the 

director. “You can’t go out in the streets with him and not get mobbed. I was excited to work with 

him again, but this time he’s front and center and I was able to collaborate more deeply with him, 

which I really appreciated.”  

A graduate of India’s National School of Drama in New Delhi, Siddiqui made his film debut 

in 1999’s Sarfarosh, and his fame has grown steadily ever since. “He usually plays bad guys and tough 

guys in Bollywood movies,” says Batra. “I knew he wanted to do something that allowed him to 

show who he really is. He is actually from a village similar to where his character would be from. He 

was interested in exploring a love story, and this is maybe not exactly a love story, but it’s the story 

of two people who change each other’s lives”  

Through his friendship with Miloni, Rafi is exploring the possibility of falling in love, 

something he has never felt he had the opportunity to do, according to the director. “He’s letting 

himself go for once in his life. That really interested Nawaz. We were in conversations for a long 

time. He told me a lot of stories from his own life that related to this idea.”   

For the part of Miloni, the filmmakers auditioned many actresses before selecting Sanya 

Malhotra. Her latest film, the blockbuster Badhaai Ho, was one of the top-grossing Indian films of 

2018, and it established her as a force to watch in Bollywood, but Malhotra was still an unknown 

quantity when Batra offered her the role.  

“To me, it made sense to cast somebody who is self-contained and introverted,” says Batra. 

“Miloni’s experience of life is limited to home and school, but she has a measure of curiosity about 

the world around her. She has never had a chance to decide what she wants. She has been led by her 

family’s priorities for her and by the force of tradition.”   



 

 

Still in her early 20s, Malhotra is grappling with many of the same issues as her character, 

says Batra. “She hasn’t had any formal training in acting, but she’s a pro, and now a big Bollywood 

star. She is a very disciplined actor and understood what I wanted to do. I have very specific ideas 

about how I like to work, and she had the patience — and the hunger — to do that.”  

Malhotra says she was a huge fan of The Lunchbox and of Batra. “Ritesh is able to depict 

something so beautiful and complex in such a simple narrative. The script hooked me immediately 

and I couldn’t wait to live the life of Miloni. ” 

The connection she felt with her character was immediate, she says, because they are both 

somewhat reserved and comfortable spending time alone. In fact, an ideal day for the actress might 

be spent surfing the internet with only her cat, Laila, for company. But Malhotra cautions against 

mistaking reticence and a quiet demeanor for weakness.  

 “Miloni is very strong, and keenly sensitive to the needs of others,” she says. “She is 

devoted to her family, but also feels burdened by the ties. She is seeking a sense of freedom that she 

has never had ― freedom from family traditions, expectations, status, societal norms. All she wants 

is to be herself, to do what feels right and live freely without boundaries.”   

Like Mumbai itself, she is caught between two eras and two ways of life. For Malhotra, 

Photograph contains the story of almost every girl in India, as well as many men. Miloni is a star 

student and a dutiful daughter. The logical next step for her is marriage to a suitable boy — one 

carefully vetted and selected by her parents. But meeting Rafi has her wondering if there could be 

more to life. “There’s constant pressure from the society to be a certain way. Meeting Rafi opens an 

entirely new world to Miloni and it’s the world she wants to live in. He allows her to experience 

things she hasn’t before.”  

While the actress says she had fallen in love with her character by the time shooting began, 

she also admits to pre-performance jitters at taking on a leading role with a cast of this stature. 

Playing opposite Siddiqui was an experience she had not expected this early in her career. “Nawaz is 

an institution in our industry,” Malhotra explains. “I was very nervous in the beginning, but he never 

let his success, or his talent overshadow me. I was working with some of the best actors in Indian 

cinema, including Nawaz and Geetanjali Kulkarni, both of whom I have watched for years. Being 

able to see how they prepare for their roles was like a master class for me. And Ritesh was always 

available to make sure each actor was comfortable in his or her character and in sync with each 

other.”   



 

 

Photograph is a movie that anyone, anywhere will be able to relate to, according to 

Malhotra. “Don’t we all struggle with what is considered ‘right’ or proper and what we believe will 

bring us happiness?” she asks. “That’s what both Miloni and Rafi are struggling with here.”  

Casting the film’s supporting roles was a complex and meticulous process, says Jain. Having 

painstakingly created even the smallest roles, Batra not only knew who the characters were, but what 

they should look like and how they would interact.  

Casting director Honey Trehan brought in groups of actors to play Rafi’s flatmates and had 

them improvise different scenarios as he and the director looked on. “Ritesh is very sure of what he 

wants,” Jain adds. “For this film, his two main concerns were location and casting. He felt that if he 

got these two things right it would turn out the way he envisioned it. So we kept going until we 

found the right faces and the right people.” 

Many of the film’s smaller roles are filled by well-known, established Bollywood stalwarts 

who came in for a few days to play parts far smaller than they are accustomed to. “So many great 

actors were generous enough to come in for just a scene or two,” Batra says. “During the casting 

and rehearsal process I was rewriting the roles for each person. Vijay Raaz, for example, who plays 

the ghost, is a great actor with a long list of credits. All of Rafi’s friends are played by highly trained 

actors and many of them were his classmates at the National School of Drama, as was Geetanjali 

Kulkarni, who plays the maid in Miloni’s household.”  

Rafi’s imposing grandmother, whom he calls “Dadi,” has a single mission in life: to make 

sure her grandson gets married sooner rather than later. She writes Rafi letters, sends messages 

though friends in Mumbai and relentlessly entreats him to find a wife. Her determination may seem 

hilariously over-the-top to some audiences, but according to Batra, “I think it’s pretty realistic. It 

may seem exaggerated, but that’s pretty much how it goes. After a certain age, if you’re not married 

it becomes the point of your life for both men and women. All your relatives are asking why you 

aren’t married yet.” 

When Rafi tells his grandmother he is engaged, she immediately makes the grueling journey 

from her village to meet his fiancé. Dadi,  a diminutive dynamo, turns her laser focus on Miloni as 

soon as they meet, dominating the conversation with a barrage of blunt questions to determine her 

suitability as a wife.   

The character is played by veteran actress Farrukh Jaffar, who began her career in 

broadcasting in 1963 and, in addition to being a renowned actor, is well known for her 

accomplishments as an announcer, a politician and a writer. Now physically frail, she is nonetheless 



 

 

a powerhouse performer and delivers a sharp portrait of an implacable matriarch, balanced 

confidently on the fine line between comedy and drama. 

“She brought so much to this movie,” says Batra. “I was so happy to have her because she 

can do one of the hardest things for an actor, which is to be herself, and that’s all I needed from her. 

She’s a great actor and she’s also wonderful at being in the moment. The more freedom I gave her, 

the more inventive she became. Between takes she would tell us stories from her life from her 

village, and often the feeling of those stories found their way into the scenes we were working on.”  

 

Every Picture Tells a Story 

When Emmy®-nominated cinematographer Ben Kutchins arrived in Mumbai to scout 

locations and create shot lists, he and Batra connected immediately through their shared interest in 

telling a story that focuses on characters. “I’d seen Ritesh’s film The Lunchbox and after reading ten 

pages of Photograph, I knew that I wanted to work with him on this film. The script was lovely and 

understated, yet operates on many levels. It’s grounded in reality, but it’s a bit of a fable with some 

elements that are fantastical. It successfully performs a delicate balancing act and is unique and 

layered.” 

As the pair tossed ideas and references back and forth, they developed a visual language that 

is organic and quite specific, according to Kutchins. “Ritesh and I spoke about giving the film a very 

visceral feel, a little bit of poetry and shooting mostly handheld and feeling very present with the 

actors. We spoke a lot about texture, feeling, and the emotion of the characters as opposed to 

logistics. We also looked at a lot of still photographs and art, but I feel that our conversations about 

the characters’ emotional world were ultimately the most influential on the film.” 

Differentiating visually between Rafi’s chaotic, hand-to-mouth world and Miloni’s orderly 

family life was essential. During location scouting in some of the city’s less affluent neighborhoods, 

the filmmakers were struck by the warmth and immediacy of life there, while middle-class Indian 

homes like Miloni’s felt colder and more rigid, in part because of the more practical fluorescent 

lightbulbs commonly used. “I think it helps to define the internal state of a character with the color 

of their surroundings, especially in quiet movies like this that are expressive only in ways that are 

true to the characters,” says Batra.   

In contrast, the filmmakers used warmer light and mainly handheld camera work to depict 

the scenes in Rafi’s world, says Kutchins. “We kept the camera locked down in Miloni’s home until 



 

 

there is a marked change and she starts to crack open and see a bigger world. Then we started to 

shoot more handheld in her environment as well.” 

Batra prefers an unusual and time-consuming shooting technique that is integral to his 

approach to storytelling. “I never start shooting a scene from the middle or the end. However many 

setups of a scene we film, I always shoot from the beginning through the end. So we end up doing a 

lot of complete takes and each time we are making discoveries and adding nuances.”  

Kutchins agrees that there’s a kind of magic when a scene is captured in a single shot. 

“Ritesh and I both share a love for the craft of filmmaking,” he explains. “A lot of that is the 

relationship between camera and actor. We are always looking for that mysterious something that 

happens when actor and camera are in the moment together. When the artifice falls away and 

something ‘real’ happens.” 

As an example, Batra cites a scene in which Miloni walks from her apartment building’s 

elevator into her parents’ apartment. The elevator itself establishes her relative economic privilege, 

while her reaction to the conversation in the apartment offers a window into her thoughts.  

“We were always looking for those kinds of opportunities with him and with her,” says the 

director. “I thought it was the best way to be in the characters’ shoes. In the scene where her family 

is talking about her future, we just push into her. We did a similar thing with him when he’s talking 

to his friends and lying about what he told his grandmother about the photo.”   

Kutchins chose to use an Alexa mini camera and vintage Super Speed and Ultra Speed lenses 

to shoot the film. “I love the Alexa’s range in exposure and the way it handles skin tones,” he says. 

“The older lenses added the little bit of imperfection that I look for when shooting with digital 

cameras. But what also informs the film is that it is the first time I have shot in an entirely different 

language. I couldn’t take any of my usual dialogue cues, so that forced me to respond to intonation 

and body language. It was a strange feeling at first, but I grew to love it. It makes you pay attention 

on another level.” 

Production design and wardrobe were also essential in creating Miloni and Rafi’s contrasting 

worlds. Shruti Gupte, who served as production designer for The Lunchbox, calls Photograph a 

“love story between strangers” and says Batra’s nuanced characters and subtle storylines remind her 

of well-written novels. “When I work with him, I have to design for the specific characters he has 

created. The line between Miloni’s world and Rafi’s is firmly drawn, and we had to make sure the 

audience understands that. We started by stripping everything down to basics and building layer by 

layer by layer.” 



 

 

Costume designer Niharika Bhasin was tasked with establishing the class differences 

between the pair through clothing. “Because they are from different social strata, we had to consider 

where their clothes come from, how old they are or how fashionable,” she says. “Neither of them 

represents the upper echelon or the absolute poorest Indians. She is middle-class and he is working-

class. We tried to use wardrobe to help people understand how people live in India today.”  

Miloni’s costumes, she says, are typical of what a student like her would wear in real life. 

“With Rafi and his friends, aging the clothing was the challenge. I couldn’t just put someone else’s 

old clothes on our leading man, but I could use other people’s clothes as a template. I would ask 

people to give me their shoes and use them as inspiration for aging Rafi’s shoes. For me, reality 

comes from the little things that add to the characters. I love working with Ritesh because he 

understands the importance of costumes in telling a story.” 

Music was also critical in setting the right mood and providing a sense of place for the 

film. Batra invited award-winning composer Peter Raeburn to view a rough cut of Photograph and 

was delighted to find they shared a vision for the score. “We had a similar instinct about the best 

way to use music for this film,” he explains. “The score features western instruments playing 

quintessentially Indian melodies, which creates a sense of dislocation for the characters. We both 

believe people should not remember the score when they walk out of the movie, just like they 

should not remember the production design, the costumes, or any one single element. We always 

spoke about how the music could be in service to the whole.”  

The hectic cacophony of Mumbai is itself very much part of the score, says the director. 

“Michael Kaczmarek, the sound designer I always work with, was very careful to highlight the 

differences in the two worlds and Miloni's exposure to new soundscapes as a result of her 

relationship with Rafi. When and how we go in and out of the music and into the sound design were 

very critical decisions for us.” 

Batra also included two popular songs of the 1960s and ’70s, both from classic Hindi films. 

“There is a sense of nostalgia that Rafi has, and that Miloni has inherited from her grandfather,” 

observes Batra. “The sense that these characters would have been happier in an earlier time when 

life was simpler in India, when everyone was not running around so much, when there was only one 

kind of cola on the stands, one TV channel, and two kinds of cars. It is a golden-age fallacy, but 

the nostalgia is what binds the two characters together.” 

 

An Unconventional Happy Ending 



 

 

Batra chooses not to speculate on what audiences might take away from his film. “I like to 

leave people to watch a movie and see what they feel about it, rather than me tell them what to feel,” 

he says. “While we were working on the film, I was conscious of Rafi and Miloni’s wants and needs, 

as well as how they move toward what they want. Whether it is to save the home in the village or 

complete a degree or get a temporary reprieve from family pressures through this photograph, they 

end up making some space in their own lives for the things they long for. They are finally able to 

think of themselves as individuals, not just a cog in the family machine. After that point, anyone’s 

opinion is as good as mine. I have no agenda but to tell this story about these characters.”   

 But, he adds, “I think it does show that India is no different from anywhere else in the world 

in many ways. This film is not meant to be a cultural education as much as it is an emotional 

experience that is true to the time and place, which is today in India, and I leave the rest for people 

to interpret themselves.”  

  



 

 

ABOUT THE CAST 

 

NAWAZUDDIN SIDDIQUI (Rafi) is an Indian actor best known for his many 

accomplishments in Hindi cinema. Though Siddiqui became a household name by playing Khan, the 

archetypal short-tempered cop, in Kahaani (2012), his breakthrough role came in Anurag Kashyap’s 

Black Friday (2004), which won the Grand Jury Prize at the Indian Film Festival of Los Angeles and 

was a nominee for the Best Film Award (the Golden Leopard) at the Locarno International Film 

Festival. He is a four-time nominee for Best Supporting Actor at the Filmfare Awards, winning for 

The Lunchbox.  

Also known as Nawaz, the actor has appeared in numerous Bollywood films including Black 

Friday (2004), New York (2009), Peepli Live (2010), Kahaani (2012), Gangs of Wasseypur (2012) and 

Bajrangi Bhaijaan (2015). Siddiqui will next be seen in Thackeray, a biopic about the controversial 

Indian politician.  

An inquisitive child in a huge family of farmers, Siddiqui had nine siblings (seven brothers 

and two sisters). He grew up in Budhana, a small town where the primary sources of entertainment 

were village carnivals and folk performances. Siddiqui was so deeply enchanted with these 

performers that he wanted to become one of them. After his 1996 graduation with a degree in 

science from Gurukul Kangri University in Haridwar, he joined India’s National School of Drama 

(NSD). After graduation he went to Mumbai (then called Bombay) and began the struggle to find his 

way into film and theater productions.  

In 1999 the actor made his Bollywood debut with a small role in the Aamir Khan starrer 

Sarfarosh. Sharing a flat with four others, he conducted occasional acting workshops and worked in 

relative obscurity, mostly on television, before appearing with Irrfan Khan in the short film The 

Bypass (2003). From there his appearance in Kashyap’s Black Friday paved his way to other powerful 

roles. The actor’s first lead role in a feature film came in Prashant Bhargava’s Patang, which 

premiered at the Berlin Film Festival.  

 

SANYA MALHOTRA (Miloni) is an Indian actress who made her debut in 2016 with 

Dangal, co-starring Aamir Khan. The film was received extremely well by critics and audiences alike 

and went on to become one of the year’s most successful movies at the box office in India. Malhotra 

then appeared in Vishal Bhardwaj’s dramedy Pataakha, delivering a bold performance that earned 



 

 

her critical acclaim. Her next release was the comedy Badhaai Ho, co-starring Ayushmann Khurrana, 

which proved to be a massive critical and commercial success.  

Born and raised in Delhi, India, Malhotra graduated from Gargi College of Delhi University. 

She became a trained dancer in both contemporary dance and ballet. She also choreographed the 

song “Sexy Baliye” for Secret Superstar (2017), which featured Dangal co-star Aamir Khan.  

  



 

 

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

 

RITESH BATRA (Director) made his feature directorial debut with the 2013 drama The 

Lunchbox, which was supported by the Sundance Institute and premiered at the Cannes Film 

Festival. It was nominated for a 2015 BAFTA Award. Batra has since directed Our Souls at Night, 

starring Robert Redford and Jane Fonda, and The Sense of an Ending, starring Jim Broadbent and 

Charlotte Rampling. He has a passion for running, reading and fountain pens. His favorite color is 

blue.  

 

MICHEL MERKT (Producer) and Kateryna Merkt are Monaco-based producers making 

a name for themselves in the entertainment industry. Of Ukrainian and Swiss origins, they focus on 

independent feature films that strive to reach the broadest audience, combining both festival and 

commercial success. Their production company, KNM, focuses exclusively on international projects 

that make no compromises with artistic choices, whether through supporting known directors or 

participating in the discovery of new talent. KNM’s credits include Elle, Toni Erdmann, The Sisters 

Brothers, Foxtrot, Maps to the Stars, Zama and Under the Silver Lake. 

In 2017 Merkt was the recipient of Variety’s Creative Producer Award and the Locarno 

International Film Festival’s prize for best independent producer. He was also honored with the 

Cultural Order of Merit in Monaco and is a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 

Sciences. 

 

POLA PANDORA (Production Company) was founded in 1999 to produce Leos Carax’s 

feature Pola X. The Berlin-based production company then made Gianni Amelio’s The Keys to the 

House (2004) and Jasmila Zbanic’s On the Path (2009), which screened at the Berlin Film Festival. 

Eran Kolirin’s The Exchange made its premiere in competition at the Venice Film Festival in 2011 

and Carax’s Holy Motors competed for the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 2012. 

The company’s other film credits include Samuel Maoz’s Foxtrot (2017), which won the 

Silver Lion at the Venice Film Festival, and Alice Rohrwacher’s Happy as Lazzaro (2018), which won 

the Prix du Scénario in competition at Cannes. Currently, Pola Pandora is developing Hagar Ben-

Asher’s The War Has Ended and is in post-production on Karim Aïnouz’s The Invisible Life. 

In 2012 Michael Weber of world sales company The Match Factory became partner and 

managing director at Pola Pandora and started to expand into co-producing. His first two co-



 

 

productions with Pola premiered at Cannes in 2014: Alice Rohrwacher’s The Wonders was honored 

with the Grand Prize of the Jury and Kornél Mundruczó’s White God won the Un Certain Regard 

Award. Both films went on to receive numerous other international awards.  

 

FILMSCIENCE (Production Company) includes producers Neil Kopp, Vincent Savino 

and Anish Savjani. The company has produced numerous features accounting for six Independent 

Spirit Award nominations as well as screenings at festivals around the world, including Cannes, 

Berlin, Toronto, Sundance and Venice. These films include Macon Blair’s I Don’t Feel at Home in This 

World Anymore; Kelly Reichardt’s Certain Women, Meek’s Cutoff and Old Joy; Joe Swanberg’s Hannah 

Takes the Stairs; and Jeremy Saulnier’s Hold the Dark, Green Room and Blue Ruin. In development or 

production are a number of other projects by emerging and established independent filmmakers, 

including Reichardt’s First Cow. 

 

 




