Asha Bhosle, 92; one of India’s most versatile Bollywood singers for over 80 years
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NEW DELHI — Asha Bhosle,
the Indian singer whose aston-
ishing range and longevity made
her one of the most recorded
voices in modern Indian music,
died Sunday in Mumbai, India.
She was 92.

Her son, Anand Bhosle, con-
firmed the death. Hospital offi-
cials said the cause was multiple
organ failure following a cardiac
arrest. She had been admitted a
day earlier with exhaustion and
a chest infection.

For more than eight decades,
Ms. Bhosle’s voice was threaded
through the fabric of Indian cin-
ema, particularly Bollywood, the
Hindi film industry. She record-

ed thousands of songs across
genres and languages, earning
recognition from Guinness
World Records for the most stu-
dio recordings by any artist.

If her elder sister, the equally
famous Lata Mangeshkar — who
died in 2022 — tended to be cast
as the voice of the sweet and in-
nocent heroine, Ms. Bhosle was
more often the voice of the caba-
ret dancer or the heartbroken
courtesan. While her sister em-
bodied a desexualized and me-
lodic classicism, Ms. Bhosle rep-
resented playful reinvention.
Their relationship, marked by
both familial closeness and pro-
fessional rivalry, became one of
the defining narratives of Indian
popular music.

Ms. Bhosle’s legacy is in her
bold embrace of an unconven-
tional and unapologetically
modern female voice in films.
Like that of her sister and sing-
ers like Mohammed Rafi, her
voice was lip-synced by movie
actors performing musical num-
bers. But she created a vocal per-
sona that was bold, flirtatious,
and rhythmically adventurous,
in a sharp break from the domi-
nant “playback” tradition. That
also brought Ms. Bhosle to a
younger, more cosmopolitan au-
dience.

To define her solely by caba-
ret or Western-influenced songs
would be to overlook her ex-
traordinary breadth. She moved
across a wide variety of genres,

recording devotional music, folk
songs, and pop, as well as ghaz-
als — lyrical, poetic composi-
tions rooted in classical tradi-
tions.

Her early years in the film in-
dustry were marked by struggle.
Overshadowed by Lata's meteor-
ic rise, she was often assigned to
secondary songs or lower-bud-
get productions. These con-
straints became the crucible of
her originality.

Her breakthrough came
through her collaboration with
composer O.P. Nayyar, whose
sensuous and playful composi-
tions like “Aaiye Meherbaan”
(“Come, kind sir”) and “Yeh Hai
Reshmi Zulfon Ka Andhera”
(“The darkness of silky tresses”)

suited her huskier voice.

It was her later partnership
with composer R.D. Burman,
whom she would eventually
marry, that transformed her ca-
reer. Burman’s experimental ar-
rangements and global influenc-
es of jazz, rock and Latin
rhythms found their ideal medi-
um in Ms. Bhosle. Together they
produced some of the most icon-
ic songs in Indian cinema, in-
cluding the sultry “Piya Tu Ab
Toh Aaja” (“Beloved, come to me
now”), from “Caravan” (1971).

Ms. Bhosle remained rele-
vant even as musical tastes
evolved. In her 60s and beyond,
she lent her voice to a new gen-
eration of actors, working with
music directors like A.R. Rah-

man, who was 30 years her ju-
nior. She had international mu-
sic collaborations with artists
like Boy George, Michael Stipe
and even cricketer Brett Lee. In
1997, she was celebrated in the
song “Brimful of Asha” by the
British band Cornershop, in a
track which was later remixed by
Fatboy Slim. Her last collabora-
tion was with the British band
Gorillaz on their album “The
Mountain.”

Ms. Bhosle received numer-
ous national awards throughout
her career, including India’s
highest honors in cinema and ci-
vilian life, the Dadasaheb Phalke
Award and the Padma Vibhush-
an. She was nominated for a
Grammy Award twice.



