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Excerpt from BBC Asian Network’s interview with Amol Rajan and Mishti Gals director, 

Mukul Ahmed, and actor, Saima Ahmed. Broadcast on 7, November 2016. 

 

Amol When did you last go to the theatre? Do you feel that theatre here in the UK is 

even relevant to you? Does it reflect your life experiences? My next guest this 

afternoon has made it his mission to create theatre for a British Asian audience. 

I’m very pleased indeed to welcome director, Mukul Ahmed, who’s a director and 

the artistic director of Mukul and the Ghetto Tigers. Also joining us is one of the 

stars of his new show, Mishti Gals, a co-production with Sohaya Visions and 

funded by the Arts Council, Saima Ahmed…So what’s Mishti Gals all about? 

Mukul It’s all about three single women. They’re based in the east end. About their life, 

loves, friendship and aspirations.  

Amol What happens in the plot or, broadly speaking, what would happen to these three 

women? 

Mukul They move into the conflicts of everyday life as a migrant. Of course, because 

they are single, there is this tension, this social pressure. One is promiscuous. 

The other one is a celibate. The third one is wild. Their bond is their friendship. 

That’s the plot, roughly. 

Amol   And how did you come to this particular production? 

Mukul I was working at Tara Arts a couple of years back. Tara Arts is the first Asian 

theatre company in the UK led by Jatinder Verma who suggested the play. And 

we took it to Edinburgh for a reading. This play is originally written by an Indian 

writer called Mahesh Elkunchwar. The original play is called Sonata. We really 

liked it because of the conflict and the modern day challenges for the single 

woman. Then I suggested it to my friend, Raminder Kaur, who leads Sohaya 

Visions. She also liked it. We adapted it for Bengalis living in the east end.  

Amol Is it in your experience easy to get the budget, the finance to fund these sorts of 

productions? I know a very good friend…and he says the life of a theatre director 

– one thinks it ought to be glamorous, smoke-filled rooms, thinking deep thoughts 

and penning diaries – and he says, it’s a hell of a lot of funding applications and 

the grind of dealing with bureaucracy, getting funding to put these productions 

on… 

Mukul Yes, you have summarised it very succinctly. As theatre-makers we have to 

accept poverty gracefully. The creative part is 80% gone, meaning that you have 

to be a manager first – fund-raising, administering… 
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Amol It’s awful…to think a theatre director spends 80% of their time in bureaucracy, a 

very grim version of the industry. Presumably you do it because you find - there is 

financial poverty but there is also intellectual wealth. 

Mukul   Absolutely! And the joy, the feedback from audience, working with very 

talented performers, dedication, passion, and the trust they invest in a director – 

that’s  something that you cannot measure. 

Amol Well, let’s try to measure it, given that Saima is sitting here. Must be awful sitting 

next to your boss, thinking about it. 

Mukul  I’ll keep my ears closed. 

Amol Well, if you just step outside the studio for a minute…How did you come to this 

production, Saima? 

Saima  I’ve known Mukul Ahmed for some time now…We are surname friends actually. I 

myself work in the community media. I’m a broadcast journalist myself working 

with the community media. So I’ve been a great admirer of his work. I’ve seen so 

many of his plays. I always thought: wow, he’s one of the best within the 

community and he has gone international as well. We’re really proud of him. And 

when he approached me and said: would you like to do this? I was…calm 

outside. I was like, of course. I’ll see if it fits in my diary…It was really really nice 

of him. I have been part of theatre in my university years, and I myself have 

directed a few plays. I studied English literature so it’s not a very unknown field to 

me… 

Amol And of these three women – one promiscuous, one wild, one celibate - can you 

tell me which one you are? 

Saima  I’m the wild one! 

Amol I thought that. But maybe I should wait for you to say….You’re both from different 

parts of the Asian community. Mukul, how long have you spent in the east end? 

Mukul  Since the 1990s… 

Amol  What’s the role of theatre in the east end?... 

Mukul I was very deeply involved with community theatre through the old Half Moon 

Theatre which still exists. And also LIFT – the London International Festival of 

Theatre. They invested some money there. I started working with schools.  

Amol What’s the role of theatre in the Bengali community?...It’s a rather untraditional  

career path for lots of people in that community. Is that something you try to 

challenge and change? 
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Mukul Absolutely! Challenge in terms of encouraging people – there’s not that many 

trained Asian [Bangladeshi/Bengali] actors like you have with Indians and 

Pakistanis. So this is like opening a window to say, look, there are possibilities. It 

might be full of poverty but you’re at the same time fulfilling your dreams…Here, 

every year Tower Hamlets supports the Season of Bangla Drama which this play 

is part of. 

Amol Do you find that you’re often trying to persuade parents whose children could be 

spending time looking at – let’s be stereotypical for a minute – mathematics or 

physics…? Do you find that parents ask, what’s this about theatre? Why are you 

spending time on the stage pretending to be Hamlet who’s from the seventeenth 

century? Why are you picking up a skull and saying, Alas, poor Yorick? when you 

could be learning Economics and getting rich? 

Mukul Sure, the challenges are everywhere…nobody accepts actors, theatre people 

seriously? Always there’s a second question, OK, what is your profession?...But 

there are huge opportunities – it’s not only actors but a whole industry. What 

about designers, lighting, set? Theatre offers huge opportunities for employment, 

not only acting….So our journey is to open up the possibilities [for them]. 

Amol Saima, how have you found, being from an ethnic minority, and going into 

theatre?...Becoming an actress or actor? 

Saima I enjoy it. And I get support from my husband…This arena is opening up for me  

now…I have directed plays for children and they’re second generation British 

Bengalis, and their parent do encourage them when they’re young. But after a 

certain time – say if they’re in high school or college or entering universities - they 

say,  well you’ve done it, that’s fine, now time to get serious! The mood gets 

serious and they feel that there are other priorities that they should address, that 

this is not a serious business. For myself, it’s different. I like challenges. I do feel 

that, coming from a background where women are portrayed with certain 

stereotypes. 

Amol You have your own talk show as well. What is the pressure that women are under 

– it’s quite unconventional, an unusual path to take. Some women stay at home, 

others go into a service industry, do you feel under any pressure to conform in 

any way to a certain idea of what an Asian woman is meant to do? 

Saima It’s not my personal experience here. Since I’ve been married it feels like my 

husband is my biggest pillar. We are like partners. I’m not seeking permission or 

he’s stopping me in anything. But before, from my parents – yes, of course. They 

said, no….When I was in university I did a play, The Rhyme of the Ancient 
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Mariner, a musical. And my dad saw it and he came and said afterwards: you’ve 

done wonderful. I think next time it’s fine if you don’t go. 

Amol How did that conversation develop? What did you say afterwards? 

Saima I did go on to play Arms and the Man following that.  

Amol It does take courage for Asian women to say that they’re going to devote 

themselves to this particular industry.  It does take understanding parents.  

Saima Also family-wise: if your family is not cultured enough to open you up to this area, 

go to theatre and other literary fields, it’s really hard to get to know it. Even in the 

east end where we work – it’s a very big community, true. But every month when 

this festival comes up, we see loads of people coming in, but not many show a 

keen interest to be part of it.  

Amol So how can we change this…how can we change the perception of Asians that 

theatre shouldn’t  be something they feel intimidated by, to allow their children in 

particular to get involved in? 

Mukul There should be very constructive efforts. Funding is again an issue – if you do 

not get the funding you cannot explore different ideas, and different fields. How 

do you do that? They shouldn’t come to us [the people]. We have to go to them, 

inviting them, engaging them, community theatre, and also listening to them 

about what kinds of plays, shows and themes they want to see.  

Amol So it should be stuff that reflects their lives, that they can relate to, and the life 

that they left behind. Do you find that you’re often involved in plays that explore 

the life that immigrants have left behind in South Asia and thinking about what life 

could have been like there with their families in India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh? 

Mukul Not really. It’s your passion and impulse that you go for. We just did last month 

an Indian partition play [Silent Sisters] in Sussex, and people liked it. How 

partition actually affected a family that had broken down into two and then three 

families. So sometimes that is very relevant. But [overall] you go with your taste, 

impulse, and what you believe in. 

Amol What do you find hardest about your job? Is it the fact that you have to do so 

much non-creative stuff, management, the bureaucracy? 

Mukul Yes, apart from that I think finding the right people, actors – we don’t have too 

many properly trained actors in this country from an Asian background…The very 

good actors are busy with television and film. When you’re casting for theatre, 

then it’s a big challenge – some people are doing other things, they’re not 
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available. When they’re available you don’t have the funding. You don’t have a 

huge pool… 

Amol Saima, what makes Mukul a good director to work with? 

Saima He makes the actors right at home. You can feel he's there. The shadow is 

everywhere, but he doesn't...come across as being very bossy. He would help 

you to come into a process to grow, and it has become a journey, and each 

journey opens up a new chapter in terms of learning, in terms of attaining a 

certain goal, where do you want to go with this character, the climax, the 

breakdown, the comedy of it. 

Amol OK, so how you’re feeling that your show is coming up? 

Saima  We are all ready. It's a wild journey...It’s about a one night event that unfolds with 

three single women. You get to see dance, fights, love… 

Amol  Sounds irresistible. Thank you very much for coming in.  

 


