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Bollywood has been attracting a host of foreign actresses to the large silver screen, 
in fact they have been storming Indian shores and the invasion has long since begun. 
Red Carpet brings you an analysis of the phenomenon.
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B
ritish actresses, Rachael Shelley and Alice Pat-
ten, who were part of super successful Bol-
lywood films, “Lagaan” and “Rang De Basanti”, 
respectively, have not been repeated in any of 
Bollywood films.

Indian audiences might love an occasional 
foreign actress in a film, but they will not shell 
out their hard earned money to watch an aspir-
ing foreign actor playing the lead in a Hindi film. 
Here the key word is aspiring. Somehow the 
audiences find it difficult to connect with these 

strangers. They would prefer to watch a top Hol-
lywood star in an English film. 

Exotic poolside scenes that make you believe 
that what you see are locales in Malibu, or Mau-
ritius, are in reality shot right here in Mumbai 
with a little help from foreign tourist who work 
as extras and earn as little as Rs.1000 a day, with 
a free meal thrown in, and a drop back to the 
hotel if the shooting goes on into the wee hours 
of the morning.

This violates the norms related to recruitment 
and wages for junior artists, however, this does 
not deter the model headhunters who work 
discretely, in close coordination with the hotel 
staff, and bribe the local police to ensure that 
they are not pulled up for using foreigners il-
legally in Hindi films! Earlier places like Colaba, 
Fashion Street and other tourist parts of South 
Mumbai were the favourite haunts for these 
agents but in the recent times they use network-
ing sites, sms, and even find talent right on the 
roadside.

Filmmakers use the foreigners as a market-
ing ploy to sell the film to the distributors for 
a higher price. The producers put up the sets 
inside studios and use foreigners to show that 
these sequences are filmed abroad. A Rs 10-lakh 
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song sequence is shown as costing Rs 50 lakh. 
It is a win-win situation as everyone is happy at 
the end of the day, and none the wiser.

The foreign invasion of Bollywood began in 
the 70’s when “Gambler” portrayed the sexy 
British actress Zahida Zahira beside super star 
Dev Anand and was followed by another Brit-
ish actress, Sheeba. From 1971 to 1990, three 
Pakistani actresses, Salma Aga, Zeba Bakhtiyar, 
Somi Ali, and a Bangladeshi Babita gatecrashed 
the party. Of which only Salma and Babita were 
commercially successful. Babita managed to get 
a role in Satyajit Ray’s “Asani Sanket” (Distant 
Thunder), which went on to become a block-
buster.

The current actresses that drifted into Tinsel-
Town are picked up from all over the world, and 
it seemed that any sexy white skinned woman 
with dollops of oomph would do. 

 None of the foreign actresses – during the 
period under review --  managed to set the stage 
on fire, the exception being Manisha Koirala, 
who was born in Nepal, made her name and 
fame in Bollywood and if recent news is to be 
believed, plans to go back to Nepal as she wants 
to become a politician. We all hope that she 
succeeds as if one fine day she finally becomes 
the Prime Minister, she will be one of the finest 
ambassadors of goodwill for our country.

The 2000 saw a boom in music videos and 
with the remix industry springing up rapidly,  
several wanna-be actresses began modeling and 
rocking the boat in various video music albums. 
They have proven themselves ambidextrous in 
both song and dance – with a few exceptions --  
but they haven’t quite sizzled the silver screens 
as yet, however, Yana Gupta, Nigar Khan, Bruna 

Abdulla and others have done spectacular remix 
videos. Rachel Shelley, even though she spoke 
only English in “Lagaan”, was a brilliant success, 
as was Katrina Kaif in “Boom”.

A film maker who did not wish to be quoted 
reveals that the main reason that Bollywood 
directors cast foreign actresses was because 
they readily agree to work for a 50 to 70 percent 
lower rates. For example for video song albums 
top foreign performers like Nigar Khan and 
Yana Gupta charge half of what a moderately 
famous Indian artiste would demand.

He also decries the fact the Indian actresses 
are also often overbooked and consequently 
cannot can not give confirmed dates, so produc-
ers are not willing to tie up their capital for a 
couple of years till these stars could sign on the 
dotted line. Foreign actresses on the other hand 
look at every call as a prestigious issue of work-
ing in the world’s largest film industry.

It has been often reported in the media of 
how some of the leading Indian actresses have a 
reputation for being moody and whimsical, ar-
riving late on the set, misbehaving with the crew 
and are very demanding. In comparison foreign 
actresses are much more accommodating and 
professional about their work ethics.

But, what is discussed in a hush, hush tones 
in cocktail lounges is the fact that for directors 
the main appeal of foreign actresses is their 
willingness to appear in steamy scenes without 
any hassles. Today, several Bollywood actresses 
are having problems wearing bikinis, or expos-
ing their bodies on screen, however, foreign 
actresses are prepared to raise the bar, as it is 
no big deal for them. Leading the pack is Nigar 
Khan, followed by Yana Gupta, South African 

Ilene Hamman, Tata Young and Tania Zaetta are 
seen on risqué music videos. A well-known floor 
manager in Bollywood claims that this has only 
increased their appeal and they are now set to 
become a permanent fixture of Bollywood.

The recent controversy over the voluptuous 
model, Norwegian Niger Khan, heart-throb of 
steamy music video albums and bit Bollywood 
actress, has sparked a controversy after she was 
deported for working in Bollywood without au-
thorization. Born in Iran, brought up in Norway 
and educated in Australia, Nigar has built an 
extensive collection of film and video albums in 
India, however unfortunately she was deported 
by the Mumbai Police as she did not have the 
“proper employment visa,” which they said 
was a violation of the law. This had sent some 
producers into a panic mode as they had already 
paid huge advances to foreign models. This 
Norwegian hottie has acted in Vicky Tejwani’s 
“Shadi Ka Laddu” and “Double Cross - Ek 

Indian actresses are also often overbooked 
and consequently cannot can not give 

confirmed dates, so producers are not willing 
to tie up their capital for a couple of years 

till these stars could sign on the dotted line. 
Foreign actresses on the other hand look at 

every call as a prestigious issue of working in 
the world’s largest film industry.
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Dhokha”, and was the lead actress in Kumar Jai’s 
latest film “Shortcut” and since her deportation, 
“Shortcut” is on hold. 

This has financially hit the producers of the 
film and consequently Jai has termed the Mum-
bai Police action as “excessive,” protesting that 
a star of Negar’s standing should not have been 
expelled so unceremoniously. She was not per-
mitted even to return home to pack her bags and 
was placed on the first available international 
flight out. He laments.

Mahesh Bhatt, Bollywood’s famous film-
maker, whose second name is controversy, 
who had earlier faced visa problems with his 
South African actress Ilene Hamman has also 
condemned Nigar’s expulsion. And said that 
when Ilene came to India to act in his films, the 
Foreign Citizen’s Registration Office of Mumbai 
Police was very rude to her!

What is surprising is that Niger Khan is the 
first foreign actress to be deported despite the 
fact that so many foreigners have been acting in 
Bollywood films since 1971!

Canadian born Lisa Ray was the daughter of 
a Bengali father and a Polish mother. She hit 
the spotlight when she was seen in a Bombay 
Dyeing advertisement where she wore a black 
swimsuit and was seen opposite Sashi Kapoor’s 
son Karan Kapoor. Her debut in Bollywood was 
in Vikram Bhatt’s “Kasoor” in 2001 with Aftab 
Shivdasani, but it was her role in the Oscar-
nominated Deepa Mehta’s film “Water” that 
gained her worldwide recognition. She went 
on to act in many Telugu, Tamil, and Kannada 
films. Among her films were “Bollywood Hol-
lywood”, “Cooking with Stella”, “Trade Games” 
“Defendor” “Let The Games Begin” and “I Cant 
Think Straight” which dealth with the problems 
of homosexuality. She explains her dilemma 
best on her blog, “The main problem I face is 
the logistical nightmare of managing a career 
simultaneously in India and Canada.” 

Foreigners have featured in Bollywood films 
for decades, but generally in minor roles. How-
ever British actor Toby Stephens  -- who played 
a villain in the 2002 James Bond movie “Die An-
other Day” -- triggered a new foreign invasion 
when he played the main supporting role in the 
2005 film, “The Rising: Ballad of Mangal Pan-
dey”, which deals with the 1857 Indian uprising 
against the British. Toby received rave reviews in 
India for his performance as an army officer that 
some said overshadowed Bollywood’s superstar 
Aamir Khan who played the main lead.

Mahesh and Mukesh Bhatt launched the 
Pakistani actress Meera Khan in their Bolly-
wood film “Nazar” in 2005 which was directed 
by Mahesh’s wife Soni Razdan. She was paired 
opposite Ashmit Patel, however it bombed at 
the box office.

35 years old Australian actress Tania Zaetta 
-- who had previously appeared in television 
shows including ‘Baywatch’ -- became a house-
hold name in India when she played the wife of 
India’s favourite comic actor Arshad Warsi in 
“Salaam Namaste” which went on to became a 
blockbuster. The film was a mixture of English 
and Hindi and as she had to speak in English 
only she did not face any language problem. 
Twice lucky, she managed to act in another 
blockbuster “Bunty Aur Babli”.

26 year old Alice Patten, a British actress who 
had just appeared in a few television appearanc-
es, finds herself in the big Bollywood hit “Rang 
de Basanti” that stars Aamir Khan. Fortunately, 
or unfortunately, she says that she has no imme-
diate plans for a return to Bollywood.

Even some foreign tourists on a sight seeing 
visit to India used to get requests to make an 
appearance in Bollywood films and quite a few 
gladly accepted for the easy money offered and 
what’s more there sprang up overnight several 
agencies that specialized in providing foreign 
extras!

Just 21 and she’s a star, Brazilian model and 
now a Bollywood actress, Giselle Monteiro 
made her film-debut portraying the role of the 
old-fashioned Punjabi girl Harleen Kaur in 
Imtiaz Ali’s “Love Aaj Kal” (2009). Her minus 

Even some foreign tourists on a sight seeing 
visit to India used to get requests to make 

an appearance in Bollywood films and quite 
a few gladly accepted for the easy money 
offered and what’s more there sprang up 

overnight several agencies that specialised in 
providing foreign extras!
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point was that she did not know how to dance. 
The choreographer of the movie Saroj Khan was 
frustrated as he had to work very hard to help 
her learn to get the steps right for the sequence 
showing her dancing at a wedding, which turned 
out to be her own engagement ceremony. 

Super model and Hollywood actress Claudia 
Ciesla was one of the first foreign models to 
be awarded the Karamveer Puraskaar in India 
for her social activism and also the first foreign 
model to make it to the well known reality sow 
Bigg Boss 3 house on the General Entertain-
ment Channel (GEC) Colors. What many may 
not know is that she is a professional stunt-plane 
pilot. She has an amateur pilots flying license 
and has been flying stunt-planes as a co-pilot 
for the last two years – whenever she has the 
time out from her modelling, ramp and fashion 
shows, says her publicist Flynn Remedios. Clau-
dia has also flown an F-16s and other military 

aircraft at air shows in Germany! Of course the 
F-16 she flew was a modified version without 
any military weapons, but nevertheless an F-16s 
an F16 and Bollywood with its clout could 
sure arrange to hire one such plane for a future 
movie!

Past recipients of the Karmaveer Puraskaar 
were ‘the god of advertising’ Alyque Padamsee, 
social activist Dr Leo Rebello, Rahul Bose, 
Goan rock singer Remo Fernandes, Scientist 
M.S.Swaminathan (Father of the green revolu-
tion in India) and  last year recipient was Kajol.

33year old Alison Elizabeth “Ali” Larter is an 
American actress and former fashion model best 
known for her successful roles in Hollywood 
films which are too numerous to mention. In 
2007, Alison starred in the Bollywood film 
“Marigold” as the lead character alongside Sal-
man Khan. 

Welsh model Lisa Lazarus was crowned Miss 

Universe Great Britain and it was this recog-
nition that lead her to Bollywood where she 
starred opposite Salman Khan in the eagerly 
anticipated period film “Veer”, releasing on Janu-
ary 26.

 Why Bollywood and not Hollywood? Lisa 
admits that it was Bollywood that got to her first 
and she claims that she had always been a fan 
of Bollywood fan and enjoyed the culture and 
the song-and-dance sequences which she found 
very inspiring! But what made her sign on the 
dotted line for Veer? She said that she was sent 
the script and she liked the storyline which was 
not typically Bollywood as there’s was lot of 
meaning and sadness which is juxtaposed with 
the colourful dancing elements and finally as it 
was set in 1890 the film has that period feel to it 
which appealed to her.

 Lisa is all praise for Salman Khan as he made 
her work hard, got the best out of her. The dance 
scenes and long hours on set were hard, but she 
said that it was worth it. “He gave me the best 
advice and made the whole experience of work-
ing in the film enjoyable. It wouldn’t have been 
the same without him”, she added.

 One of the largest film industry in the world, 
Bollywood with its song and dance has always 
intrigued and attracted people from different 
countries. And now as it goes global more and 
more people are exposed to it and want to be 
part of it. It remains to be seen how far the 
industry is willing to accept them.

Super model and Hollywood actress 
Claudia Ciesla was one of the first 
foreign models to be awarded the 

Karamveer Puraskaar in India for 
her social activism and also the first 
foreign model to make it to the well 

known reality sow Bigg Boss 3
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