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Welcome to this audio introduction to Slumdog Millionaire directed by Danny Boyle in 2008. It’s based on the novel Q&A by Vikas Swarup with screenplay by Simon Beaufoy. It has a running time of 2 hours, and stars Dev Patel and Frieda Pinto. 

Set in India, the story concerns Jamal Malik – from the slums of Mumbai – who becomes a contestant on the Indian version of Who Wants to be a Millionaire. Jamal is 18 years-old and just one question away from winning the jackpot. How he came to be there is played out in a series of flashbacks and flashforwards as Jamal tells his story to the Indian police.  The cinematic style reflects modern films like City of God and contemporary Indian cinema. It’s very dynamic, with harsh cuts, slow, fast and reverse motion and dazzling montage sequences. Wide-angled compositions capturing the vastness of the sprawling slums contrast with extreme close-ups; faces are cut off by the edge of the screen, and skewed or ‘canted’ camera angles tilting away from the horizontal, suggest everything’s off-balance. The style emphasises India as a disorientating, vibrant, place, awash with colour and contradiction. For the flashbacks to Jamal’s early childhood, the dialogue has English subtitles. For the more recent past, present and future, the dialogue is in English. 

The three main characters, Jamal, his brother Salim, and the girl Latika, are played by a different actor for each of the three stages in their lives. As an 18 year old, Jamal is a tall, slim young man with short dark hair, dark eyes, a long straight nose and prominent ears. He’s not bad looking but awkward and gauche –  until his face lights up with shy smile. As a small child Jamal has spiky dark hair, round cheeks and an earnest expression. His skinny little arms poke out of a grimy white t-shirt, his bare legs from a pair of cotton shorts. Salim is a year or so older with an impish face and big brown eyes. Their mother is traditionally dressed in shalwar Kameez, and veils her long brown hair. 

Their home is a shack – one of thousands cobbled together from sheets of corrugated iron, painted wooden planks and scavenged cardboard in the teeming Juhu slums - sandwiched between an airport runway, a vast rubbish tip and the railway tracks at the edge of the city. Rubbish litters the slum’s narrow passageways. It’s a patchwork of poverty but rich and throbbing with life – and full of colour – walls are daubed in blue and yellow, the women wear patterned saris of every hue, there are fruit and vegetables for sale at outdoor stalls, and painted statuettes of gods set up in home-made shrines.    

Salim earns a few rupees supervising latrines – rickety wooden structures, on stilts, built high over a fetid pit – each toilet shack reached by its own little bridge. 

Later, the boys scavenge on the rubbish tip – with its mountains of detritus, stretching endlessly in all directions. They team up with a shy little girl called Latika – a scrawny scrap of a thing in a thin yellow dress. She has gold studs in her ears and her brown hair falls untidily to her shoulders, a fringe partly screening her mud-streaked face. They encounter Maman – a sleek, well-dressed man in his 30s with a dazzling smile who drives a rusting yellow minibus. They join other street kids in Maman’s orphanage, with ropes and tyre swings outside, and a big dormitory within, where they sleep on mattresses on the floor. The orphanage is patrolled by Maman’s powerfully built but largely silent henchman. 

 Salim and Jamal hitch a lift on a steam train that chugs slowly across the Indian countryside, winding through lush vegetation, past low hills and out across the plains dotted here and there with scrubby trees and bushes.

Abandoning the train at speed, the brothers roll down an embankment and as they pick themselves up from the dust, they are now teenagers. Salim is fuller in the face with thick, curly brown hair and the suggestion of a moustache on his upper lip. Jamal is shorter and slighter, with darker hair, that’s also a little curly. Jamal often gawps, with a look of naïve wonder, especially when confronted by the Taj Mahal – a magnificent mausoleum fronted by gardens with a long shallow pool that reflects the symmetrical white marble building with its central dome and minarets, and graceful archways leading through to a central courtyard.  

From here the brothers return to Mumbai – taking work in a kitchen, wearing white chef’s tunics over black trousers.  At night they visit a bustling street of 2-storey houses, with balconies strung with lights. Over the railings lean scantily dressed prostitutes and the street is thronged by male clients. The boys spend a night in an empty hotel, with a drained swimming pool, a gilt chandelier suspended over marble-tiled foyer and escalators leading up to long, empty corridors.
 The brothers go their separate ways. Jamal – now played by Dev Patel – becomes a char-wallah – a tea boy in a call centre, wearing a cheap white shirt and grey trousers.  Jamal serves the teleworkers – who sit side by side at computer screens, wearing headset-microphones, in the busy open-plan office. Clocks on the wall show the different time zones of their customers, beside photos of famous landmarks - including Big Ben. Adjoining the office is a common room with a big tv. 

The 20-year-old Salim, played now by Madhur Mittal, works for Javed, a heavy man in his 40s with hennaed hair. Javed’s clothes are western - grey slacks, a paisley shirt,  and sunglasses. Javed lives in a newly built mansion – set behind high walls and security gates. A white marble hallway opens into a huge living room with a giant TV. A designer kitchen is separated from the main room by a wall of glass bricks. Javed’s surrounded by pretty young women and underlings including Salim who adopts a gangster’s uniform – a black silk shirt, tight jeans, reflective sunglasses, a gold chain. Salim stands with attitude and exudes a sense of menace. Jamal meets him at the top of a skyscraper still under construction – the bare concrete and steel frame offering unrestricted views out over the city. 

Latika has grown into a beautiful young woman with long dark hair layered to frame her face. She has large brown eyes, a flawless complexion and a perfect smile. Played by a former model, Freida Pinto, Latika is slim and wears jeans and a loose kamiz – the same yellow as the dress she wore as a little girl.  

We encounter Latika at Mumbai’s central station – almost the spitting image of London’s St Pancras. Behind the neo gothic façade, 5 long platforms are connected by a series of footbridges. And the concourse is heaving with people, pressing forward to catch one of the brown-and-cream coloured trains. 

The film cuts throughout  from scenes of Jamal’s childhood and the more recent past, to his appearance on the game show and his interrogation. The Game Show Host is short and smug-looking with dark hair groomed back from a broad forehead, sideburns and a trimmed beard. He wears a tweed jacket, a pale blue shirt, navy tie and dark trousers. The set resembles that of the English ‘Who Wants to be a Millionaire’: a circle of raked seats for the studio audience surrounds a central arena. 3 staircases spaced around it sweep down to the shiny black studio floor. Around the edge, would-be contestants sit at touch screens. In the centre are two black leather chairs raised high on tubular steel legs – one for the confident Host and one for the nervous Jamal. Each has a computer in front him, both screens sprouting from a single steel stand.  For most of the time, the two men are framed within a spotlight, as the Host poses a question and the 4 possible answers appear as screen-grab superimposed on our view of the action. When an answer is confirmed, the text disappears and rings of light ripple out across the audience. The director and his team sit in a gallery with a long glass window looking out over the studio. A bank of monitors displays selected camera views: close ups of Jamal and the Host, wider shots including the audience immediately behind them, and aerial shots of the entire set lit by dramatic shafts of light. 

In contrast to the studio glitz is the police station where Jamal is taken. The  interrogation room has a cement floor, bare plaster walls and shutters on the windows. A trickle of daylight seeps in through a tiny vent, high up in one wall. The interrogator is Constable Srinivas - a bulky, balding man, with a fleshy face, small eyes and a surly expression. Sweat stains his khaki uniform jacket which he strips off at times to a grimy vest beneath. His belt is strained by his bulging stomach. A gold ring gleams on one of his chubby fingers. The office upstairs has a large window, a few rickety desks and an old filing cabinet. The Inspector an educated-looking man in his 40s, wears his shirt open at the collar, his regulation khaki trousers belted at the waist. He is neat and trim with dark hair, a lined forehead and world weary eyes that grow increasingly red-rimmed as the film progresses. 

The youngest Jamal is played by Ayush Mahesh Khedakar; the young teenage Jamal is played by Tanay Chheda, and Jamal as an 18 year old is played by Dev Patel. 
Little Salim is played by Azharuddin Mohammed Ismail; the teenage Salim by Ashutosh Lobo Gajiwala; and 20 year old Salim by Madhur Mittal

Latika is played as a small child by Rubine Ali; as a young teenager by Tanvi Ganesh Lonkar; and as a young woman by Freida Pinto

The boys’ mother is played by Sanchita Choudary

The Game Show Host by Anil Kapoor

The Inspector by Irrfan Khan

Constable Srinivas by Saurabh Shukla

Maman by Ankul Vikal

And Javed by Mahesh Manjrekar. 

Slumdog Millionaire was released in 2008. It was nominated for 10 Academy Awards and won 8 including best Picture, Best Director and Best Adapted Screenplay. It’s directed by Danny Boyle and Loveleen Tandan. 
