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ABSTRACT 

Shakespeare was introduced to Indians under the aegis of colonialism: first as an 

entertainer for the colonials and soon he was incorporated into the civilizing mission 

of the British Empire. His plays were initially performed for the entertainment of 

European traders in Calcutta and Bombay around 1775 and by the 1850s in 

translation in the regional Indian languages. This resulted in Indian academia being 

impressed and taking him too respectfully, because of his dramas, sonnets, the 

rhythm and flow of the iambic meter and the way he could amplify ideas to bang into 

our intimate selves. The revelation to digital media has made the accessibility of his 

works more enthralling motivating writers, directors to adapt and domesticate him 

through films and stage performances. Reflections of his works can be traced in the 

works of many prominent and outstanding play wrights like Agha Hashar from 

Kashmir. Truly, Shakespeare in India is read due to his knowledge of the human mind 

and to dig deep into the words and metaphors coined by him. 
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Shakespeare has lived and still lives in every Indian soul but very few people know that he was introduced 

to India as an entertainer during colonialism, first as an entertainer for the colonials and then soon his works 

were incorporated into the civilizing mission of the empire.  During the American Revolutionary War (also known 

as the American War of Independence) many things came to India from England and one of those were 

Shakespearean enactments in English for the entertainment of European traders in Calcutta and Bombay around 

1775. However, he became indispensable for the academic world when he made his way into the English 

curriculum of schools and colleges.  So, Shakespeare exists in Indian cultural and literary life in two different 

forms: the Elizabethan Shakespeare and the Indian Shakespeare. The Elizabethan Shakespeare subsists in the 

educational curriculum system as part of the syllabi, whereas the Indian Shakespeare exists in the form of 

appropriations of various kinds through translations, performances, adaptations in Indian cinema and has 

gradually emerged as a discipline in India. 

Born on 23 April 1564, 455 years ago on this beautiful planet Shakespeare has given the beauty of the 

description of language. He has given us the eternal power of politics and intellectual battles on a Chess Board 

of characters that creep and crawl and claim their poetic and literary patterns in his tragedies and comedies. 

Today, his prolific studies have diversified to include so many areas -- performance studies, film studies, cultural 

and intercultural studies, translation and post-colonial studies and so on. He has left just so much precious for 
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us that he has turned as professional requirement for teachers -- as a major author who he is taught in every 

course in English and is never out of fashion. 

Often referred to as ‘The Bard’ Shakespeare is regarded as the greatest English writer for creating about 

38 plays and 154 sonnets among other works.  While there is no doubt that modern Indian society capitalizes 

on Shakespeare in varied forms, it is also true that the appropriation of Shakespeare in popular and visual culture 

makes him accessible to the masses. He became considerably popular right from the time of his introduction in 

India. He is read due to his knowledge of the human mind. His presence in India is older and more complex than 

in any other country outside the West, owing to India's long colonial history, and the presence of unusually 

receptive elements in the mother culture. The local culture of most states or regions could absorb Shakespeare 

within its inherent structure and, in turn, be reshaped and inseminated by Shakespearean influence. 

His classics are relevant today because they develop our ability to think for ourselves, to form opinions, 

to see a different perspective on circumstances, to entertain ideas which no one had thought of, even to muddle 

through difficult language and cultural barriers; all of which are critical to us, and to our society. So, the present 

paper highlights how Shakespeare is relevant most directly to us and to our students, because of his specific 

characters, plots, and idioms that are the most pervasive foundational common cultural currency by which we 

invoke familial betrayal, or doomed foolish young love, or socio-political corruption, or meditation on death etc.   

Theme, characterization, genre, structure—there are many ways in which the works of Shakespeare have 

influenced and have been absorbed in Indian literature and culture all over the country. Developments in 

translation and adaptation studies, performance and cultural studies and the spread of globalization and 

internationalism have problematized the way we negotiate this relationship; the relationship between 

Shakespeare and Indian academia which is much deeper than a few adaptations and appropriations. Indian 

authors ranging from every major Indian language have written about his works, translated and adapted them 

and/or been influenced by him.  

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, students in universities in England took degrees in classical 

studies—Latin and Greek.  As a means of promoting itself abroad as comparable to the classical empires, the 

British Empire initiated an aggressive plan of teaching English to its colonial subjects, in India and elsewhere.  

Therefore, the universities and colleges in India taught English as a means by which Indians could develop English 

identities, and taught English literature as models of erudition. In consequence, the earliest university 

programmes to offer degrees in ‘English Literature’ were in India and not in England. The principal literary texts 

by which English was taught in colonial India were the Bible and the plays and poems of William Shakespeare.  

Therefore, the ‘Bard’ became very popular among college-educated Indians.  Both college drama groups and 

professional theatre companies in India mounted performances of Shakespeare’s plays throughout the 

nineteenth century. While the study of the English Language and Shakespeare was an imperial imposition, the 

performance of Shakespeare and the stage formed a vital part of this long history of intercultural engagement. 

The Indian love-affair with Shakespeare is part of the literary residue that our past masters left behind. 

Our fascination for Shakespeare is nothing new as we have taken his stories, translated them into our languages 

and ensured that his works are mandatory reading for any English syllabus ever conceptualized in India. This 

love affair of Indian students with William Shakespeare starts at their teenage when they are in Std. IX, X or XII 

when their English teacher introduces them with Shakespeare through Macbeth, Hamlet, Othello or Juliet Caesar 

in class.1 In the beginning, it may only be a toil and trouble but as they progress into these plays, the experience 

is a sheer delight and their appetite never sickens. 
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In our long innings of life as a teacher of English literature, we, in India have taught scores of students, 

who have known Shakespeare, loved Shakespeare, lived Shakespeare, tolerated Shakespeare, and have suffered 

Shakespeare (only for lack of choice) in their respective classes. Every university syllabus has included at least 

one play by Shakespeare in an endeavor to turn our ‘university-educated’ youth into a nation of English-ingesting 

and, more importantly, English-regurgitating professionals. 

What makes Shakespeare unique among Indian teachers and students is the full range of the human 

experience in his works.  Can any single work by him, claims to be more important than others?  Probably not! 

He wrote a collection of poetry and dramas that have survived five centuries in good stead, leaving our language 

richer and more vibrant through his use of neologisms and newly minted phrases that remain to this day. We all 

relish Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies in class or outside the class. Great English teachers all over the 

world bring their classes alive when they enact or teach Shakespeare. Teaching Shakespeare has been a major 

contribution to the knowledge and expertise of all teachers of Shakespeare from primary upwards for two 

decades. There is a long list of his coined phrases, his humour bathed in satire, his pathos pulled over a 

melancholic mood that remains in our heads long after we have learnt it.  

There is no denying that there are few writers who transcend their national, geographical, and cultural 

boundaries and become universal and of course William Shakespeare is one of these few worldly writers. In spite 

of the passing four hundred years since his death in 1616 A.D. he is far away from the sway of human oblivion. 

In India, Shakespeare is taught as being a core part of colleges and universities′ syllabi and Shakespeare′s 

teaching is enlivened through translations, enactments, researches and cultural appropriation through cinema 

in India. 

Any self-respecting English speaking nation cannot ignore Shakespeare - the foremost exponent of the 

language in describing the human condition in all its glory - love, greed, lust, ambition, power, humour, pride, 

humiliation, revenge in timeless settings. He has enlightened the lives of the people of this country for about 

455 years, and for good reason. His poetry and drama represent the pinnacle of the English language, and 

influences the way we speak today.2 The impact and transcendence of his contribution to Indian culture and in 

particular to English speaking society is reason enough. While some of the language might seem archaic he also 

invented hundreds of words, nouns and names that are still in use today, our vernacular teems with references 

“to be or not to be”3 etc. and the themes of this play have become shorthand in our politics, cinematography, 

science and culture and indeed in many other cultures. Watching his plays as movie adaptations is a visual treat 

that transports the audience to a cinematic utopia for a couple of hours. 

His works have the universality to transcend the confines of the written word, albeit in an English that is 

no longer in style, with characters that belong to a different era and a different culture and backdrop altogether. 

His works have all the ingredients for a box office hit — there is romance; there is greed for power that leads to 

massive conflicts and ego-hassles, sex, titillation in subtle and not-so-subtle manifestations, graphic violence, 

murder, back-stabbing, glamour and impudence and the potential for music, song and dance. Indian academics, 

film scholars, critics and even filmmakers also visualize the commercial viability of Shakespeare in contemporary 

Indian cinema. He has inspired several generations of filmmakers with ideas through his plays which offer some 

of the best ingredients for a mainstream film in any language that could belong to any culture, ethnic backdrop, 

time-space paradigms, relationships and so on. 

The earliest dramatizations of Shakespeare by the Indians were of small acts and scenes in schools and 

colleges. These performances, in translation, were usually adaptations ranging from a simple change of names 

to an interpolation of character and action, along with song and dance, and could be seen as politic or 

appropriations, making the foreign one’s own. This was followed by a period of faithful performances, with few 
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or no adaptive changes, with western costume and which in the context of colonialism, was another kind of 

mastering of the main text, a universalizing of its themes and ideas. The first such known enactment in English 

was performed in 1822, at Hindu College, Calcutta, by the Indian artists as part of the English language learning 

exercise that initiated a tradition which had continued to this day. The first time in the world he was included in 

the University syllabus.4 

If we go back, the first performance of The Taming of the Shrew in Gujarati was held in Surat, in 1852. In 

1874, Venugopala Charyar translated The Merchant of Venice into Tamil under the title ‘Venice Viapari’. A close 

associate of Lokamanya Tilak, Gopal Ganesh Agarkar translated Hamlet into Marathi under the title, 

‘Vikaravilasita’ in 1883. Jahangir Pestonjee Khambatta's ‘Khudadad’, an adaptation of Pericles, was performed 

by the Express Victoria Theatrical Company in 1898.5 

The first Shakespearean adaptation on the Hindi film screen was ‘Savkari Pash’ (1925) directed by 

Baburao Painter based on The Merchant of Venice.6 This film was a social melodrama in the realist tradition and 

dealt with money lending, a problem that ruined countless illiterate, poor farmers.  

After the independence in 1947, his plays were transposed into various indigenous theatre forms as part 

of the ‘back to the roots’ movement in theatre and helped to forge a new performative idiom while giving an 

added respectability and stability to the traditional forms. By the twentieth century, Shakespeare had been 

translated, adapted, and assimilated into many Indian languages, and the writers and enactments in the general 

Indian cultural landscape were contributing to sustaining his presence. People took him respectfully, especially 

in academia and that followed a period of faithful translation and performance trailed by the creative adaptation 

and assimilation in indigenous theatre forms, to the current moment. To take the example of just his single play, 

there are three versions of Hamlet in the Parsi theatre tradition: Dada Athawale′s ‘Hamlet’ or ‘Khoon-e-Nahak’ 

(1928), SohrabModi′s ‘Khoon-ka-Khoon’ or ‘Hamlet’ (1935) and Kishore Sahu′s ‘Hamlet’ in 1954.7 

We might include Shakespeare themed movies to the list such as ‘Shakespeare Wallah’ (1965) or ‘The 

Last Lear’ (2007).8 The Bard, however, is embedded in the very dialogue and imagery of Bollywood right from its 

inception due to the roots of Hindi cinema in the Parsi theatre tradition which freely borrowed European, Persian 

and Sanskrit sources. After the 1950s, the Bengali literary tradition resulted in several faithful translations and 

adaptations of Shakespeare, which, in unification with the inspiration of Hollywood Shakespeare films, has led 

to more complex adaptations of Shakespeare in Bollywood in recent years.  

Several early Shakespearean versions in Bollywood were copies of Hollywood adaptations such as Kishore 

Sahu's 1954 ‘Hamlet’, which was a shot-by-shot imitation of Olivier's 1948 ‘Hamlet’. The 1947 ‘Romeo and Juliet’ 

starring Nargis as Juliet, was a copy of the Hollywood version with Norma Shearer. In recent years, the Rani 

Mukherjee starrer ‘Dil Bole Hadippa’! (2009) was a loose copy of ‘She's the Man’ (2006) based on Twelfth Night. 

Sanjay Leela Bhansali′s ‘Goliyon Ki Rasleela Ramleela’ (2013) also owes more to Romeo and Juliet of Shakespeare. 

‘Piya Behrupiya’ directed by Atul Kumar is a Hindi adaptation of Twelfth Night. ‘Maro Piyu Gayo Rangoon’ is 

director Sunil Shanbag's take on All’s Well That Ends Well, in Gujarati. 

The relationship between Shakespeare and Bollywood is much deeper than a few adaptations and 

appropriations. When we think of Shakespeare in Bollywood we think of adaptations such as Angoor (Grapes–

1982) and Hamshakal, Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak (From Doom to Doom– 1988), Maqbool (2003) and Omkara 

(2006).9 Angoor is the best known adaptation of The Comedy of Errors, the first Shakespearean adaptation in 

India to be transposed on to a modern Indian setting. 
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From the nineties onwards, in the increasingly post-colonial world, Indians have felt freer to approach 

Shakespeare. There is no longer the need to ‘adapt,’ rather they can make bold to ‘play’ around with 

Shakespeare′s text, with what was once the colonial book, and analyze it for their own needs.  

Today, the overexposure of many young Indian people to digital media has made the accessibility of 

Shakespeare’s language and verse more fascinating with his words – which often seem foreign and exotic to the 

Indian sensibility – motivating writers, directors and actors to adapt and domesticate him. The Indian 

adaptations of Shakespeare′s plays like – ‘Zalim Saudagar’ (1941) adapted The Merchant of Venice. The global 

success of Vishal Bharadwaj′s trilogy of Hindi films, ‘Maqbool’, ‘Omkara’ and ‘Haider’ has also stimulated to the 

acculturative impulse. These three films have kept quite close to the original text while relocating it in 

contemporary India. Since Omkara's commercial success -- and following the critical acclaim that the film 

producer won for ‘Maqbool’ -- many have begun to take a closer look at what William Shakespeare created 

between the years 1586 and 1616. It simply means that the most easily overlooked element common to 

Shakespeare and Hindi cinema is very sound.10 

So much has this ‘Shakespeare Fever’ flooded the academic world that an international conference titled 

‘Indian Shakespeare on Screen’ was launched at the Asia House in London to explore the way in which Indian 

cinema has mobilized Shakespeare to raise urgent local and national concerns. This was complemented with an 

exhibition followed by a week-end festival at the BFI South Bank in London where Vishal Bharadwaj's 

Shakespeare Trilogy was screened with direct interactions with the director and scriptwriter of those films.11 

Had William Shakespeare got the faintest clue on the popularity of his works among Indian filmmakers 

and the academia, he would perhaps have been the most surprised person because it has been a long time since 

he passed away but he is still widely remembered because of his works. He has inspired several generations of 

filmmakers across the world with ideas through his plays which offer some of the best ingredients for a 

mainstream film in any language that could belong to any culture, ethnic backdrop, time-space paradigms, 

relationships and so on.  His works have the universality to transcend the confines of the written word, with 

characters that belong to a different era and a different culture and backdrop altogether. He is a wise man – 

‘Shekhu-pir’ or ‘Shakespeare Sheikh’ – whose stories and sayings have enduring wisdom.12 He crops up in 

surprising places in Bollywood, as when the super-gangster Amitabh Bachchan is told by his mother in the 1990 

film ‘Agneepath’ that “All the water of Mumbai will not wash his hands clean”13 of the taint of bloodshed. 

A more comprehensive assimilation of Shakespeare was effected by a group of four young Assamese 

Ratnadhar Borua, Gunanjan Borua, Ghanashyam Borua and Ramakanta Borkakoti who together produced the 

first full-scale translation of Shakespeare in the shape of ‘Bhramrangar’ part of The Comedy of Errors. It was not, 

of course, a word for word translation and an interesting feature was the substitution of Shakespeare′s blank 

verse by prose. 

The great Bengali poet-philosopher Durgeswar Sarma wrote two plays called ‘Chandravati’ and 

‘Padmavati’, modelling them on As You Like It and Cymbeline. ‘Chandravati’ retained the set-up of the old drama, 

but attempted to bring it in line with the new mode. ‘Padmavati’, modelled on Cymbeline, is an unpublished 

play. 

The reflections of Shakespeare’s dramas can also be traced in the works of one of the prominent and 

outstanding playwright Agha Mahmood, famously known Agha Hashar Kashmiri as he belonged to the Kashmir 

valley during mid-19th century. Though Agha Hashar was not highly educated, yet he had studied European and 

oriental classics particularly, Shakespeare and Sheridan. His works mostly centered on Shakespeare plays and 

written from 1899 to 1901 for Alfred Company are as under: 
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1. Murid-e-shak, based on Shakespeare’s ‘Winter Tale’ 

2. Said-e-Hawas, based on Shakespeare’s ‘King John’ 

3. Safaid-khoon, based on ‘King Lear’ 

4. Khoobsurat Bala, a 4-act play influenced and adapted from ‘Macbeth’ and 

5. Khwabe Hasti, written in 1908 derived its main thematic inspiration from ‘Macbeth’ (Dream scene).14 

One of the greatest contributions of Shakespeare′s works and their adaptation lies in the fact that they 

provided a platform for the gathering of many hundreds of people where they could together sit, cheer and sing 

during the times when more than two people were not allowed to sit together in Kashmir. ‘Uff-ti-Karakh N’! a 

Kashmiri adaptation of ‘Hamlet’,15 is one such example of the adaptation of Shakespeare works which allowed 

people to sit, grieve, pray and celebrate together. This adaptation borrowed the bare bones of the original text. 

The play was staged at SP College auditorium on 29th August, 2015 and revolved around the indecisiveness of 

Hamza who ultimately may or may not reach a decision. As such the Hidustani versions of Shakespeare come 

out as a kind of pastiche wherein Shakespearean tragedies merge and reflect the present day political and social 

turmoil. 

The tradition of adapting Shakespeare works and using them as a trope to maintain peace and reflect the 

emotions of common people could be traced in the performances of many theatrical groups all over the nation. 

One such theatrical group which is globally acclaimed is Natrang Theatre Group, which is one of the first full-

time professional theatre groups that originated in Jammu and Kashmir. Established in 1983 by Balwant Thakur, 

it has performed over 5000 shows and participated in 135 National Theatre Festivals during the last 36 years. 

The group is known for the adaptations and presentations of Shakespeare plays with a touch of Dogri flavour. 

Natrang is best known for their presentation of Shakespeare plays including ‘Twelfth Night’, ’A Midsummer 

Night's Dream’ and  ‘Romeo Juliet’- which was presented at Abhinav Theatre during the occasion of Four-day 

Natrang Theatre Festival on 15 May 2018.  

Another adaptation of Shakespeare’s play ‘Othello’ as ‘Dozakh’ was presented by the ‘Samooh’ Theatre 

Groups at Abhinav Theatre Jammu on Nov 13, 2018 at annual drama festivals organized by J&K Academy of Art, 

Culture and Languages.16 

The adaptations of the works of Shakespeare reflect the fact that the characters which were invented by 

Shakespeare are so universal that those characters can be found in every nook and corner of the world.  

Globalization and the increasing accessibility of the Internet is a strong contributory factor in creating a 

new post-colonial confidence, particularly in the young, for doing it their way. The Prakriti Foundation in Chennai 

holds an annual 3-day festival called ‘Hamara (our) Shakespeare’. This unique festival represents the works of 

Shakespeare in Indian languages asserting a new affinity with ‘Bard’. The stand-out performances by the 

internationally famed artists from across the country create a mark in their respective fields.17 Similarly, ‘Scenes 

from Shakespeare’, an annual short play competition held by the Shakespeare Society of India in Delhi, is going 

from strength to strength: it had so many entries last year that the performances had to be staggered over two 

days.18 

The levels and types of engagement with Shakespeare in India are diverse and increasing. Purists may be 

appalled at the post-modernist piecemeal encounters, but they need not be seen as desecrations of a literary 

icon. Rather, they reveal a truth which has to be universally acknowledged that Shakespeare is now a world 

author, and in the Indian context, detached from the colonial baggage, he continues to speak in strange and 

wondrous forms to newer generations.  
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Shakespeare has been performed in India for over two centuries now in various Indian languages. 

Although his presence was felt the most in cities like Calcutta and Bombay, his plays were not limited to these 

regions but travelled across the length and breadth of India. 

Nowadays, Shakespeare is held in very high esteem and as a source of great pride by the scholars of 

English and the students alike for the challenge he presents. He is loved in India because of his stories, his poems, 

the rhythm and flow of the iambic meter. We all relish his tragedies and comedies. Great English mentors all 

over the world bring their classes alive when they teach Shakespeare. It is his turn of phrases, his humour bathed 

in satire, his pathos pulled over a melancholic mood that remains in our heads long after we have learnt it. That 

is the universality and uniqueness of Shakespeare. He lives beyond the pages of our books and journals; he has 

entered into our bedrooms with bed tricks and broken hearted women, he has lived beyond the core of twisted 

catastrophes and hopeful comedies to give the world stories that will never age.  

According to the findings of the survey conducted by The British Council late last year, as an attempt to 

better understand Shakespeare’s popularity around the world, surprisingly it was found that — the country that 

claimed to have liked and more importantly understood Shakespeare the best was India. The rankings saw India 

at the top with 89% of surveyors who strongly agreed that they liked Shakespeare, followed by Mexico at 88% 

and Brazil at 87%. Shakespeare's country of birth, the United Kingdom, on the other hand, found itself closer to 

the bottom with only 59% claiming to like him and 58% understand him.19 

Shakespeare has not lost his place in this new Indian world; he has not lost his place in colleges and 

universities in India. On the contrary, his works have turned up everywhere, and students continue to flock to 

courses that teach Shakespeare, even when those courses are not required. 

So, with approximately 37 plays (comadies-15, tragedies- 12 and histories-10) to pick from, it may be safe 

to expect a number of inspired films hitting a multiplex near us in the near future. More and more, the local 

seems to be able to converse with Shakespeare. What is more, Shakespeare's stories and words help articulate 

what would remain submerged. In the Indian cinematography, Shakespeare has found many admirers as 

viewers, producers, directors, who have turned his plays and stories into Bollywood blockbusters.  

Teachers of English Literature call his stories timeless and universal — true, considering William 

Shakespeare holds the Guinness World Record of ‘Most Filmed Author’.20 

To the readers, an astonishing use of Shakespeare in India, as keenly observed is as rehabilitation therapy 

in prisons. Actor-director Kattimani, of the Rangayana group in Mysore, has successfully used translations of 

plays that linger on themes of guilt – notably Macbeth, Lear, Hamlet and Julius Caesar – for workshops with 

prisoners incarcerated for violent crime. The prisoners get so absorbed by the plays and their performance, it's 

said, that not only do they gain new perspectives on their former lives, but they also begin to worry who will 

take their parts once they leave on parole.21 To quote Hamlet: “By indirections find directions out”.22 

Conclusion 

Though colonialism brought Shakespeare to the subcontinent, he has been utterly absorbed into the 

Indian imagination. He has become an important landmark in English literature. His writing and work on the 

human nature are highly original, along with his interpretations once you get past how they were written, and 

once you understand what he's saying, which isn't that hard to get the gist of once you fully understand his 

diction. It isn't rocket science to begin with. According to a 1964 Indian National Library survey of Shakespearean 

adaptations and translations, there were 128 in Bengali, 97 in Marathi, 70 in Hindi and 66 in Kannada and this 

diversity, in a nutshell, reflects that Shakespeare has now become a literary canon in the Indian academia.23 Not 
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only this, there exists, a well- established system of funding grants, scholarships, awards, contributions, 

patronages and even publications, libraries, center for advanced studies, conferences, seminars, workshops and 

so on.  

He was a poor man’s entertainer during the prime of his career: he is everyman’s entertainer in today's 

India and for all that it is important to homage to him. 
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