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India, 1962. Shankar is the 
indispensable servant on the 
estate of  the parents of  little 
Anjana and her brother. The little 
girl loves his fantastical stories 
and follows him around. Newly 
independent India is still class-
bound and exploitative. The 
mother handles the servants with 
a tough hand and the father 
commands his force with 
authority. Meanwhile, in the 
village, Shankar’s daughter gets 
sick, and he would like to go 
home… 

S  Y N O P S I S  



I  N D I A ,  1 9 6 2  

India became independent from the British in 1947. The new India was proud of  its history, culture and nationhood.   
Nehru was the first Prime Minister of  India, from 1947 to his death in 1964. These long, formative years are called “Nehruvian”.  
 
Shankar’s Fairies speaks for this proud, graceful, ambitious period in the country’s history. Everyone was idealistic. Secularism and Hindu-
Muslim amity was taken for granted. Caste discrimination and poverty were being fought. However, the hierarchies put into place by the 
British continued and the Indian elite took over the roles of  their British forebears. 
 
In 1962, the year of  the film, a border conflict with China escalated into a war. Newly independent India was not prepared, and Indian 
soldiers died and suffered to shocking extents.  
 
Ordinary India folk had, and have always had, their own world of  songs, dances, stories, and images. No event in history, or ruler, or 
domination, has destroyed that. Nehru is mirrored in the Police Officer in the film. But he is also mirrored in Shankar, the man from the 
village, who is a combination of  being conservative, gender-sensitive, practical, and dreamy.  



I  N D I A ,  1 9 6 2  

The movie is set in the city of  Lucknow: the capital of  the largest state of  India, Uttar Pradesh, or U.P.  
 
It is an old city rich in tradition and its elite has the kind of  lifestyle displayed in the movie. It was one of  the centers of  India’s nationalist 
movement and important after Independence.  
 
Nehru himself  came from a neighboring city and belonged to the same culture. In India, just as this period is called “Nehruvian,” this 
lifestyle is called “Lucknawi”. 
 
The father’s position is that of  the Senior Superintendent of  Police, the highest position in a district. He controls crime (hence a killed dacoit 
is brought in), preserves law and order, and is part of  a larger machinery aiming at modernizing India. He is also a poet and lover of  books.  
 
Officers like him have their workplaces in their homes, on one side. Police Stations in India are manned by much lower-down Inspectors and 
Sub-Inspectors such as those who attend on him with files and whom he lectures about Islam. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Q  &  A    
W I T H  T H E  D I R E C T O R 

What was the process behind bringing the script 
to life?  
  

After the first draft of  the script was ready, we had 
extensive meetings to talk about the sequence of  the 
scenes, their themes, the characters, and the arc of  
the story. We usually worked for a few hours in the 
early mornings, from 4 or 5 am, before the 
distractions of  the day began. That was definitely the 
most ‘fun’ part of  the process. It is the depth of  
work we did during those months that stood behind 
me during the shoot. Even though there was little 
time to discuss or think, I was able to work 
intuitively and make decisions quickly. Editing the 
film was like revisiting those early conversations, 
while now having the actual footage to work with.  



Much of  the story and characters are built from my 
mother’s childhood memories. My grandparents lived 
in a house from the colonial era. The specificity of  
the physical world, its habits and objects, were 
important to us. They have a beauty and fragility that 
mask an entrenched hierarchy and system of  
oppression that haunts India even today.  
 
My grandparents loved beautiful things, good food, 
and socializing. There was no one who didn’t exclaim 
over their flowerbeds, artfully arranged rooms, and 
tastefully planned menus. However, the truth about 
this lifestyle was that it was only possible through the 
labour of  an army of  servants: individuals part of  an 
injustice so deeply embedded that even today it is 
unquestioned and taken advantage of  by a whole 
class of  ‘good people’. 

We arrive at this difficult truth by getting to know the characters of  the film intimately—their dreams, everyday 
encounters, inner conflicts. When we see that people are all individuals on the same journey through life, then the 
harsh reality of  the social situation is the most striking and intolerable. 



Tell us more about the world of  the film. 
 
The film is set in Lucknow, 1962, in newly independent 
India. The war with China was going on. Soldiers are being 
killed every day. Many young men leave their villages and 
seek work in cities, staying away from their families for 
months or years on end.  
 
The elite are both nationalistic and caught in a colonial 
reflection of  the British; for all their liberal, aesthetic 
sensibilities, they are controlling and exploitative. This 
story is a fictionalised version of  my mother’s childhood: 
memories of  growing up in an elite home with a close 
friendship and dependence on a servant from a village -  
the human face of  the rural-urban problem, the pain of  
s e r v i t u d e ,  g e n d e r  c o n f l i c t ,  a n d e l i t e  p owe r a n d 
exploitation. 
 
The film shows different worlds, and they are beautiful, 
even when poor or harsh. We empathise with children over 
adults, women over men, the village over the city. We also 
feel wonder. At the stories, but equally at the reality. With 
the child, we watch the swing: did it have a fairy on it? 
Where did she go? But the wonder of  the powerful magic 
of  storytelling is muted and transformed by the tragedy of  
a cruelly hierarchical society. 



You are primarily a theatre artist. What was it 
like to make a feature film? 	
  	
Since I have no formal training in film, I relied 
heavily on my theatre work. The techniques of  
characterization, the principles of  movement and 
spatial relationships, and finding the rhythm of  a 
scene: these are much in common. I always had these 
familiar creative elements to focus on when the 
technical aspects of  film seemed overwhelming. 
 
 
What was your stylistic approach? 
 
The scenes are calm and stage-like, with an active 
inclusion of  the setting – objects, colours, and 
textures that surround the characters, so that they 
are in a sense equals with a life of  their own. The 
house is a character in itself. It is a silent witness: a 
larger-than-life setting that shelters and endures. 
There is a feel of  unhurried life and of  intimacy in a 
large space. The arrangement of  scenes is intuitive 
and rhythmic rather than linear.  



How did you cast and work with your actors? 
 
We held auditions and also actively looked for non-
actors. We organised workshops in schools so that 
Gaurav and I could interact directly with the 
children. After casting, we spent a lot of  time in the 
house with the actors. Jaihind (Shankar) lived with us 
for three months working undercover as an actual 
servant. Shreeja (Anjana) spent whole days there. We 
rehearsed scenes but also spent time together in ways 
that made the actors familiar with the world of  the 
story and with each other.  
 
 
How was your own experience as an actor? 
 
Acting in film is new to me. This character is based 
on my grandmother, so I wanted to do the role. It 
was exciting to explore the life of  a young woman in 
1962. She was the wife of  the chief  of  police and an 
efficient manager of  their estate, but had her own 
inner world of  opinions and desires.   



Irfana Majumdar is the founding Artistic Director of  the 
NIRMAN Theatre and Film Studio in Varanasi, India. She 
studied Performance at the University of  Chicago, and has 
been awarded fellowships for her commitment to themes of  
social justice and process of  collaborative creation. She now 
directs and teaches, creates solo performances, and 
programs arts events, residencies, and internships. At 
NIRMAN’s International Education Program, she teaches 
and mentors undergraduate and post-graduate students. She 
also leads the vision committee for the development of  
NIRMAN’s riverside campus, which is a site of  arts, 
education, research, and environmental change. She has 
directed three documentaries.  
 
Shankar’s Fairies is her first feature. 

D  I R E C T O R 



Shankar’s Fairies (fiction feature), 2021, 93’ 
                
Documentaries: 

Children Playing Gods, 2008, 61’ 

Anupriya, 2006, 27’  

Images of  Indian Children, 2005, 40’ 

D  I R E C T O R ’ S  F I L M O G R A P H Y  



Jaihind Kumar is an actor in Mumbai. He completed 
his education from Jamia Milia Islamia University in 
Delhi. His most recent film acting credits include Bole 
Chudiyan (2020), Baraat Company (2017), Lalrang (2016), 
and Payback (2010). 
 

S H A N K A R 
                



Shreeja Mishra is a student at K. K. Academy, 
Lucknow. This is her first feature film. 

A N J A N A 



Gaurav Saini (Ramesh) is a theatre director, 
martial artist, teacher, and filmmaker. His three 
short films, A Piece of  Life, Silences, and Promenade, 
were distributed by Palador Films. He has been a 
Fulbright Scholar at Ohio Northern University 
and a Mellon Fellow at the Claremont Colleges. 
 
He is a black belt in Thang-ta and has trained in 
Aikido, Judo, and Kalaripayattu. He has worked 
as a fight choreographer and movement trainer 
for actors. 

A C T O R  &  C O - P R O D U C E R 
                  



Nita Kumar is Brown Family Chair of  South 
Asian History at Claremont McKenna College, 
Cal ifornia (emeritus) and the director of  
NIRMAN, a non-profit based in Varanasi that 
works for education, environment, and the arts. 
She has published extensively in Indian History 
and Anthropology. She has won the Sahitya 
Akademi Award for translated fiction.  

W  R I T E R  &  P RO O D U C E R 



C A S T  
Jaihind Kumar as Shankar 

Shreeja Mishra as Anjana 

Gaurav Saini as Ramesh 

Irfana Majumdar as Sudha 

Adwik Mathur as Bhaiya 
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