
GEETIKA Narang Abbasi has al-
ways been a fan of Hindi films 
and songs and had wondered why 
in spite of Hindi cinema’s enor-
mous cultural impact around the 
world, there aren’t enough films 
made on the films. “We don’t even 
have documentaries on our ma-
jor stars,” points out the director, 
whose last documentary was the 
2012 Much Ado about Knotting 
about the matchmaking industry 
in India. While watching the film 
Apartment some years ago, she 
spotted Kishore Bhanushali, a Dev 
Anand lookalike, and the idea of 
making a film on these imitation 
artistes, who were once very pop-
ular, took hold. “There was a time 
when one saw these people dur-
ing stage shows, in Lehren, in film 
magazines and advertisements. I 
wondered where they were now.”

Abbasi’s new documentary Urf, 
which will premiere at the Interna-
tional Film Festival Rotterdam lat-
er this month, takes a peek into the 

lives and stories of these doubles, 
combining the director’s interests 
in Hindi cinema and questions  
of identity.  

Apart from Bhanushali, Abbasi 
interviews two other perform-
ers in the film: Firoz Khan who 
imitates Amitabh Bachchan, and 
Prashant Walde, a Shah Rukh Khan 
replica. Apart from the connection 
that she shared with each of these 
actors, there were several reasons 
says Abbasi for choosing them 
among the many star lookalikes 
she met. She had loved Bhanusha-
li’s work in films like Dil. What was 
also interesting, she shares, was 
the observation that he made in 
her film that to impersonate Ashok 
Kumar, he chose not to copy Ku-
mar directly but to imbibe Johnny 
Lever’s impersonation of the actor. 
“Similarly, a lot of people who im-
itate Dev Anand actually imitate 
Kishore [Bhanushali] rather than 
the real Dev Anand,” says Abbasi. 
Again, what struck her about Khan 

was his choice of career given that 
he didn’t resemble Bachchan at all. 
“For most of the lookalikes, their 
careers happened by destiny 
rather than choice when people 
started comparing them to the 
stars,” she observes. Khan, how-
ever, impressed by Bachchan’s 
persona, started impersonating 
him and came to Mumbai from 
Budaun to showcase his talent. On 
the other hand, Walde, who works 
as Shah Rukh Khan’s body double 
in films and advertisements is the 
one in closest proximity to the star. 
Moreover, Abbasi relates that his 
romance with his wife is a lot like 
the fabled one between Shah Rukh 
and his wife Gauri. “Prashant’s 
wife was a huge fan of SRK and 
used to pray that she would get 

to marry him and says in the film 
that she forgot to clarify that she 
meant the original SRK,” laughs 
Abbasi. Further, the three imitat-
ed stars of three different genera-
tions, their relationships with their 
careers, too, vary in accordance. 
“While Kishore looks at his life, 
career and journey objectively, 
Firoz and Prashant can’t dissociate 
themselves from the stars.”

What also surprised the Gur-
gaon-based Abbasi about these 
artistes was the normalcy of 
their lives, even as she saw them 
seamlessly switching between 
their real selves and the stars 
they impersonate. “They are of-
ten seen as cheap copies of the 
movie stars and mocked by peo-
ple. I was conscious of the fact that 

this needed to be their story, that 
I should not be judgemental and 
that they should not come across 
as laughing stocks,” she insists, her 
aim being to present the reality of 
their lives with utmost honesty. 
At the same time, she also real-
ised in due course that there is 
a make-believe world that such 
performers have to create around 
themselves, a world made up of an 
unshakeable faith in themselves 
as artistes and a belief in the in-
dustry that will eventually lead 
them somewhere. “They have a 
lot of conviction in what they 
do and that was a huge learning 
lesson for me as well. It is not 
important to get validation from 
others,” says Abbasi. Simultane-
ously, working on the film also 
brought her closer to people who 
struggle as performers in Mumbai, 
their idea of their place in it often 
bordering on delusion. “But these 
people have really adapted to  
the industry and are surviving be-
cause of their conviction in them-
selves and their faith in cinema.”
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A documentary on the lives of movie  
star lookalikes delves into questions  
of identity, attention and the  
conviction required to sustain in a 
notoriously difficult industry

Disease Control’s guidelines, an-
yone exposed to a symptomatic 
COVID-19 case, from two days 
before to 14 days after the onset 
of symptoms, needs to be tested. 
The duration (>15 minutes), the 
proximity (<1 metre) and the na-
ture (use of appropriate PPE), etc. 
of exposure are important consid-
erations in contact tracing.     

He feels that the health staff 
should adopt the 3Ms approach, 
which is masking, minimum dis-
tance to be maintained and must 
vaccinate all. This can be com-
plemented with the previous 4T 
strategy to avoid putting strain on 
the existing resources. 

Naznin Kazi, community heath 
volunteer at B Ward, who is part 
of the on-ground contact trac-

ing team feels that the more 
contagious Omicron has turned 
everything on its head. “People 
with milder symptoms do not end 
up testing positive for COVID-19, 
so we don’t know whether to con-
tact trace such patients.” According 
to Dr Sandeep Gaikwad, medical 
officer of health, B ward, vaccina-
tion has played a huge role in more 

and more people being asympto-
matic, when compared to the first 
two waves.

Dr Koli admits that though it’s 
difficult to trace in such an en-
vironment, some measures can 
prove effective in fighting the 
pandemic. Dr Gaikwad says that 
in B Ward, Assistant Commission-
er Dhanaji Herlekar has made ar-

rangements for adequate testing 
and vaccination. Irresponsible 
symptomatic patients can throw 
a spanner in the works. “We have 
had cases of COVID positive pa-
tients not parting with the right 
information. Some even give us 
incomplete addresses.” Dr Koli says 
that this leads to crucial time and 
man hours of the contact tracing 
team being compromised. When in 
such a situation, the team usually 
calls up the testing lab to get the 

address. “This is also known as 
elastic search, but it makes our 
jobs tedious.”

According to Dighavkar, 
contact tracing in slum pock-
ets like Dharavi can get dif-
ficult because around 80 per 

cent of the community uses 
shared toilets. To tackle this, 

the solid waste management team 

cleans these shared toilets at least 
four to five times a day.

 Many countries like Germany, 
Singapore, Australia, Israel, South 
Korea and China are currently us-
ing technology to help contact 
trace. For instance, China has an 
app that gives phone signals to 
everyone, when near a positive 
patient; they then receive a text 
to report to the authorities and 
get themselves tested.  This, ac-
cording to Dr Koli, is not feasible 
in Mumbai, as it is one of the most 
densely populated cities in the 
world (approximately 73,000 per 
square mile).

  Dr Bajan thinks that to outwit 
and win over the Omicron surge, “we 
must stay ahead with proper science 
and newer evolving strategies.”
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The Omicron variant spreads in five 
minutes. This means that earlier one person 
would spread it to 1.5 people, but now one 
person can infect five to seven people. In 
such a situation, it’s almost impossible to 
contact trace [as per present guidelines] 

Dr Khusrav Bajan,  
member of Maharashtra’s COVID-19 task force
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