
B y 2020, India’s Bollywood movie 
industry is expected to generate £2.6 
billion. It is a booming sector where 

actors who star in a film are guaranteed 
millions of viewers not just on the Indian 
subcontinent but around the world. This 
year, fans of the genre can look forward to a 
new collaboration between director Sanjay 
Leela Bhansali and megastars Salman and 
Shah Rukh Khan. Even American actor 
Will Smith will cameo in an upcoming 
Bollywood film, Student of the Year 2. But 
it’s little known that some of the earliest 
stars of Bollywood’s most popular films 
were Jewish. 

The early years of Bollywood featured 
leading ladies such as Sulochana, Pramila, 
and Nadira – or Ruby Myers, Esther Victoria 
Abraham, and Farhat Ezekiel, according 
to their birth certificates. These women 

formed part of a wave of Jewish actors who 
donned stage names with their costumes 
and secured roles that would define the 
early decades of Bollywood cinema. 

Public performances of dancing, 
acting, or singing had long been thought 
provocative and licentious on the Indian 
subcontinent; such behaviour was not 
deemed befitting Hindu or Muslim women 
from respectable families. In theatrical 
traditions such as Parsi theatre, employing 
female impersonators instead of women 
was standard; a number of these young 
men developed cult followings and were 
greeted with great enthusiasm at their 
performances. There also existed a broader 
cultural atmosphere that normalised 
the physical separation of women and 
men. Many upper-class women observed 
purdah, or female seclusion, and wealthy 

houses often had a devoted suite of female-
only quarters known as a zenana. In 1913, 
when Dadasaheb Phalke, often called the 
father of Indian cinema, was preparing to 
make India’s first feature-length film, Raja 
Harishchandra, he could find no women 
willing to star in his project and eventually 
turned to male actors for the roles.

But if Muslim and Hindu women were 
hesitant to engage in acting on camera, 
another religious group proved willing to 
step in: the country’s small – and relatively 
progressive – Jewish community.

India’s Jews are divided into several 
distinct groups. Cochin Jews, many of 
whom claim to be descended from the 
seafaring traders of King Solomon or 
from Sephardi Jews who arrived in the 
16th century, when Portugal was the 
major power, are largely concentrated ©
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Bollywood’s Jewish superstars
As India’s film industry took off at the start of the 20th century, its leading ladies were often drawn from 
the Jewish community. Erica X Eisen explores this little-known history of Bollywood

in what is now Kerala; Baghdadi Jews 
began arriving in Indian port cities in 1760 
during the Mughal period; Bene Israel, 
the largest community of Jews remaining 
in India today, are concentrated around 
Mumbai. According to Nathan Katz, 
a scholar specialising in India’s Jewry, 
the earliest surviving evidence for the 
presence of Jews in Malabar is a decree by 
King Sthanu Ravi of Kollam recorded on 
copper plates and witnessed by four Jews 
in 840 CE. References to India in medieval 
Jewish writings help shed light upon the 
interconnectedness of the Jewish world. 
Yehuda Halevi mentions India in his 
Sefer Kuzari; the Cairo Genizah contains 
a letter from Maimonides beseeching his 
merchant brother not to sail for India (his 
brother did not heed his pleas and never 
returned).

However, public disapproval for 
women who acted on camera was still 
so strong in the 1920s that when Ruby 
Myers was originally approached by a 
representative of Kohinoor Film Company, 
she turned his offer down. Myers was 
from a Baghdadi Jewish family in Pune, 
where she was educated at a missionary-
run school. She was a telephone operator 
with no acting experience when she was 
scouted; not long afterwards, she would be 
playing a version of her old self in a 1926 
silent film entitled Telephone Girl. After 
signing with Kohinoor, Myers renamed 
herself Sulochana, meaning “one with 
beautiful eyes”, and her career took off. 
Her family had not spoken Hindi at home 
and when the advent of talkies brought the 
silent film era to an end she took time off 
to study the language. In one particularly 
demanding performance for Wildcat of 
Bombay (1927), she played eight separate 
roles ranging from a thief to a gentleman 
to a European blonde. By the end of the 
decade, Sulochana would be the highest-
paid star in Bollywood, 
surpassing her male peers.

Sulochana was quickly 
joined by a number of 
Jewish women unafraid 
to risk social scrutiny to 
perform. Susan Solomon, 
a Bene Israeli who would 
find success in Hindi 
and Marathi cinema, 
became Firoza Begum; Calcutta native Iris 
Gasper, who would go on to become one of 
Bollywood’s highest-paid actors, became 
Sabita Devi; and Rachel Cohen, who had 
originally planned to take after her father 
and go into teaching, became Ramola. In 
addition to changing their names, many 
of these actresses also donned bindis and 
jewellery associated with a Hindu identity, 
obscuring their Jewishness from the public.

Another prominent Jewish leading 
lady of the times was Pramila, a Baghdadi 
Jew originally from Kolkata. Pramila’s 
first exposure to working in film came 

not through acting but for a job she had 
as part of a travelling theatre company: if 
the theatre group were showing a movie, 
Pramila would dance during the 15-minute 
lull that took place when the rolls of footage 
needed changing. Pramila soon became 
known for her vampy look. In 1947, she 
even took home the trophy at the first ever 
Miss India beauty pageant.

Jewish contributions to Bollywood were 
not restricted to acting. A number of actors 
also dabbled in film financing, including 
Pramila, who became India’s first female 
producer. Similarly, Sulochana founded 
her own film production company, Rubi 
Pics, while Sabita Devi partnered with a 
collaborator to found Sudama Pictures. 

Nor were Jewish women the only 
ones making inroads in the industry. 
Joseph David Penkar, a member of the 
Bene Israel community who started out 
as a playwright, found great success as 
a screenwriter, director, producer, and 
composer. Among other accomplishments, 
Penkar wrote the screenplay to Alam Ara 
(1931), one of India’s first talkies. Probably 
the most prominent Jewish male actor of 
Bollywood was David Abraham Cheulkar, a 

Bene Israeli who first came 
to prominence in the 1930s. 
He soon established himself 
as a character actor with a 
talent for kindly, avuncular 
characters, earning him the 
nickname ‘Uncle David’. 
In a career spanning 
over 110 performances, 
Cheulkar would go on to 

score roles in films that met national and 
international acclaim. Shehar Aur Sapna 
(1964), for instance, won Best Feature 
Film at the National Film Awards, India’s 
equivalent of the Oscars. He also starred 
in two films that would be nominated for 
the Palme d’Or at Cannes, the Indian-
Soviet coproduction Journey beyond Three 
Seas (1957) and Boot Polish (1954). His 
character in the latter film, a generous 
man who mentors a pair of street children, 
would become the role for which he is best 
known. 

Many of the prominent Jewish actors 

of Bollywood started their careers in the 
early decades of the 20th century, but 
Nadira, who was born in Baghdad and later 
moved to Mumbai, began her career in 
1952 with Aan, India’s first technicolor film. 
Nadira specialised in playing villainess 
or temptress roles and performed on 
television and the silver screen. 

By the late 1930s, the heyday for female 
Jewish actors in Bollywood was nearing 
its end as its stars aged and found it more 
difficult to get cast. Thanks in part to the 
pioneering efforts of these early stars, 
popular sentiments about Bollywood had 
started to change. Acting, once seen as a 
morally questionable path for women, now 
became a dream career, and more Hindu 
and Muslim women began appearing on 
screen. 

As the Indian Jewish community 
shrank, so too did the memory of its 
unique cinematic influence. Because so 
many of these actors took stage names to 
deliberately mask their Jewishness, their 
ethnic background was unknown even 
to ardent Bollywood fans. It was not until 
recently that the contribution of Jews to 
Bollywood’s early development gained 
wider awareness. In 2017, director Danny 
Ben-Moshe released Shalom Bollywood, 
a documentary aimed at highlighting the 
untold story of Indian Jews’ contributions 
to cinema. The film has toured at festivals 
around the world, including in India, 
Australia, the United States and the UK. 

Bollywood studios now face challenges 
such as the rise of streaming, changing 
viewer tastes and balancing high-budget 
and low-budget productions. But as the 
example of Bollywood’s early years shows, 
the Indian film industry has always been 
able to find a solution to even seemingly 
insurmountable problems.  n

Erica X Eisen is a freelance journalist and writes 
for the Guardian,  Forward and The Nation. See: 
shalombollywood.com

“Sulochana 
was joined by 
a number of 
Jewish women 
unafraid to risk 
social scrutiny”

Shalom Bollywood: clockwise: Sulochana (Ruby 
Myers); Arati Devi (Rachel Sofare) in the Indian 
classic, Life Divine
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