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Abstract 

Shakespeare’s plays have transcended temporal, linguistic, and cultural boundaries, 

making them some of the most adapted works in world literature. In India, the Bard’s 

presence has been persistent and multifaceted, intersecting with colonial history, 

educational policy, and cultural politics. However, postcolonial reinterpretations of 

Shakespeare in Indian English drama and allied forms—stage, cinema, and regional 

adaptations—reveal a transition from reverent tradition to creative transgression. Indian 

playwrights and directors have appropriated, subverted, and reimagined Shakespeare’s 

texts to interrogate colonial legacies, address indigenous concerns, and assert cultural 

autonomy. This paper examines notable reinterpretations, including Girish Karnad’s 

plays, Vishal Bhardwaj’s Shakespearean film trilogy, and regional theatrical 

innovations, with a focus on how these works engage with postcolonial theory, gender 

discourse, and the politics of cultural translation. Through critical analysis, it argues 

that Indian reinterpretations of Shakespeare serve as sites of resistance and cultural 

negotiation, marking a shift from Shakespeare as a colonial import to Shakespeare as a 

postcolonial interlocutor. 
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Introduction 

The colonial introduction of Shakespeare into the Indian educational system has long 

been a subject of scholarly debate. While Thomas Macaulay’s Minute on Indian 

Education (1835) institutionalised English literary studies in India, Shakespeare 

occupied a canonical position that was both an instrument of imperial cultural authority 

and a source of genuine artistic inspiration. In post-independence India, however, 
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______________________________________________________________________ 

Shakespeare’s works began to be reframed within a postcolonial discourse, with 

adaptations that reflect local cultural sensibilities, political realities, and aesthetic 

traditions. As Ania Loomba observes, “postcolonial Shakespeare is less about the Bard 

himself than about the historical processes that frame his reception” (Loomba 5). 

This paper situates Indian adaptations of Shakespeare within the continuum from 

colonial mimicry to postcolonial innovation, highlighting the interplay between fidelity 

to the source text and the assertion of creative autonomy. By focusing on select 

examples from drama and cinema, it examines how Indian artists have transformed 

Shakespeare from a symbol of colonial high culture into a vehicle for indigenous 

storytelling and cultural critique. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Postcolonial Literary Theory 

Postcolonial theory offers critical tools for understanding the dynamics of cultural 

appropriation, hybridity, and resistance in literary adaptations. Homi K. Bhabha’s 

concept of mimicry—“almost the same, but not quite”—illuminates early Indian 

Shakespeare productions that maintained the structure of the original plays while subtly 

inflecting them with local colour. However, contemporary adaptations often go beyond 

mimicry to engage in what GayatriChakravortySpivak calls strategic essentialism, 

reclaiming Shakespeare for specific political or cultural purposes. 

In the Indian context, Shakespearean adaptations must also be read alongside 

indigenous performance traditions such as Kathakali, Yakshagana, and Tamasha, which 

influence narrative pacing, characterisation, and audience reception. The negotiation 

between global prestige and local idiom is central to the postcolonial Shakespearean 

project in India. 

 

Girish Karnad and Shakespearean Echoes 

While Karnad did not produce direct translations of Shakespeare, his dramaturgy 

reflects the Bard’s thematic and structural influence. Plays such as Tughlaq (1964) and 

The Dreams of Tipu Sultan (1997) demonstrate Shakespearean concerns with political 

power, tragic irony, and human frailty. Karnad’s historical protagonists, like 

Shakespeare’s tragic heroes, are caught between idealism and realpolitik. 

However, Karnad’s use of history diverges from Shakespeare’s in its postcolonial 

inflection. As RustomBharucha notes, Karnad “deploys history not to glorify empire 

but to question its narratives” (Bharucha 112). The result is a body of work that 

dialogues with Shakespearean dramaturgy while indigenising it within Indian socio-

political contexts. 
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______________________________________________________________________ 

Vishal Bhardwaj’s Cinematic Shakespeare Trilogy 

Vishal Bhardwaj’s adaptations—Maqbool (2003), Omkara (2006), and Haider 

(2014)—mark a watershed in Indian Shakespearean reinterpretations. These films 

relocate Macbeth, Othello, and Hamlet into distinctly Indian milieus: the Mumbai 

underworld, rural Uttar Pradesh’s caste-politics-ridden landscape, and the insurgency-

torn Kashmir Valley. 

Bhardwaj’s method is both reverent and subversive. He retains the core tragic structure 

while replacing Elizabethan court politics with local socio-political tensions. In 

Omkara, the role of race in Othello is reconfigured as caste, with the titular character as 

a half-caste enforcer whose love affair with Dolly (Desdemona) is doomed by societal 

prejudice. Haider, in particular, engages directly with postcolonial themes, questioning 

state violence and the ethics of nationalism in Kashmir—turning Shakespeare’s revenge 

tragedy into a political allegory of modern India. 

 

Regional and Language Adaptations in India 

Beyond English and Hindi, Shakespeare has been adapted into multiple Indian 

languages and performance traditions. The Bengali theatre of UtpalDutt adapted Hamlet 

and Julius Caesar to comment on political oppression, while Kerala’s Kathakali has 

staged Othello as Koodiyattam-style narratives, emphasising gesture and dance over 

verbal text. 

These adaptations often embody cultural translation, a term Susan Bassnett defines as 

“the negotiation of meaning across linguistic and cultural boundaries” (Bassnett 23). By 

absorbing Shakespeare into Indian aesthetics, these performances dismantle the colonial 

hierarchy of source and target culture. 

 

Gender and Postcolonial Discourse in Adaptations 

Many Indian adaptations foreground gender in ways the original plays do not. Feminist 

reinterpretations, such as Rajat Kapoor’s Hamlet – The Clown Prince, invite the 

audience to reconsider Ophelia not as a tragic victim but as an emblem of resilience. 

Similarly, Bhardwaj’s Dolly in Omkara is given moments of agency absent from 

Shakespeare’s Desdemona, complicating the gender dynamics of the source text. 

Postcolonial feminist readings often highlight the double marginalisation of women—

under both patriarchal tradition and colonial modernity. This creates space for 

adaptations that speak simultaneously to gender justice and decolonisation. 
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______________________________________________________________________ 

Cultural Translation and Reception Challenges 

The reception of Shakespeare in India is mediated by audience literacy, linguistic 

accessibility, and socio-political climate. While elite urban audiences may appreciate 

the intertextuality of Shakespearean adaptations, rural and working-class spectators 

often respond more to the localised narrative than to the Shakespearean origin. 

This raises questions about authenticity and ownership. Is a Macbeth set in the Mumbai 

underworld still “Shakespeare”? Linda Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation suggests that 

fidelity to the original is less important than the creation of a “palimpsestuous” work in 

which layers of meaning interact (Hutcheon 6). 

 

Conclusion 

From colonial classrooms to Kashmiri battlefields, Shakespeare in India has undergone 

a radical journey. Postcolonial reinterpretations in Indian English drama and cinema 

reflect both the persistence of Shakespeare’s global influence and the capacity of Indian 

artists to transform his works into vehicles of local expression, political critique, and 

cultural reclamation. In moving from tradition to transgression, these adaptations assert 

that Shakespeare is no longer the property of imperial pedagogy but a participant in 

India’s ongoing dialogue with its colonial past and postcolonial present. 
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