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Abstract

This article starts with the hypothesis that a digital database of over one hundred Indian film adaprations and appropriations of
Shakespeare’s plays across various Indian vernacular languages identifies appropriation strategies that significantly challenge and
reshape the global understanding of Shakespeare. I argue that the analysis of such a database allows us to fully grasp how Shakespeare
is transformed within postcolonial contexts. These transformations not only decenter the Western canon but also expose the unique
adaptation practices in India, where the most frequently adapted plays differ notably from those in the anglophone tradition. Alchough
scholarship on the postcolonial archive has gained importance with works like Achille Mbembe’s “The Power of the Archive and Its
Limits” (2002) and Ann Laura Stoler’s Along the Archival Grain (2009), there remains a critical gap regarding the intersection of the
postcolonial archive and Shakespearcan adaptation. This rescarch addresses this gap and demonstrates how postcolonial theory can
expand our understanding of the archive as a dynamic space of resistance and cultural negotiation, since Indian film adaprations of
Shakespeare’s plays often localize the plays, turning the archive into a site of reclamation. The first section of this article theorizes the
colonial and postcolonial archive. The second section offers an analysis of the findings — including the most frequently adapted plays,
the phenomenon of remakes, and the shifting treatment of Shakespeare from the colonial to the postcolonial period. Thus, this article
offers new insights into the field of Global Shakespeare.
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Resumen

Este articulo parte de la hipdtesis de que una base de datos digital de mas de cien adaptaciones y apropiaciones cinematograficas indias de
las obras de William Shakespeare en varias lenguas locales revela patrones de apropiacion que desatian y cambian de forma significativa
la comprension global del dramaturgo. Considero que el anilisis de dicha base de datos nos permite comprender plenamente cémo
se transforma Shakespeare en contextos poscoloniales. Estas transformaciones descentran el canon occidental y exponen las curiosas
précticas de adaptacion en la India, donde las obras adaptadas con mds frecuencia difieren de las de la tradicion angléfona. Aunque los
estudios sobre el archivo poscolonial han cobrado importancia con obras como “The Power of the Archive and Its Limits” (2002), de
Achille Mbembe, y Along the Archival Grain (2009), de Ann Laura Stoler, sigue habiendo un vacio critico en lo que respecta a la interseccion
entre el archivo poscolonial y la adaptacion shakesperiana. Este articulo aborda ese vacio y demuestra cdmo la teoria poscolonial puede
ampliar nuestra comprensién del archivo como espacio de resistencia y ncgociacién cultural, ya que las adaptaciones cinematograficas
indias de las obras de Shakespeare a menudo localizan las obras, convirtiendo el archivo en un lugar de reivindicacion. En la primera
seccion de este articulo se teoriza el archivo colonial y poscolonial. En la segunda seccion se analizan los resultados de la base de datos,
como las obras que se adaptan con mis frecuencia, el fendmeno de los remakes o el cambio en el tratamiento de Shakespeare desde el
periodo colonial al poscolonial. Por tanto, el articulo ofrece nuevas perspectivas en el campo de Shakespeare global.
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his article introduces and analyzes a comprehensive dig-

ital database that comprises one hundred Indian films

which cither adapt or cite Shakespeare’s plays.' The data-

base is one of the key outcomes of my EU-funded research
project entitled “Shakespeare and Indian Cinematic Traditions”.
Designed as a scholarly resource and a culeural recovery initiative,
it tracks and lists films made over the past one hundred years that
might otherwise remain lost, forgotten or critically marginalized.
As such, this digital database contributes to the growing body of
postcolonial archival work aimed at recovering neglected cultural
narratives.

This project complements other digital Shakespeare archives at
regional and global levels. Internationally, it aligns with platforms
such as the MIT Global Shakespeare Project, directed by Peter S.
Donaldson, while within India it echoes local initiatives such as
the Jadavpur University’s ongoing project Shakespeare in Bengal: A
Multimedia Archive of Shakespeare’s Legacy in Bengal, and the NU-
Lab project Shakespeare and Punjab Digital Archives, led by Vijeta
Saini. These archives offer a wide array of material including clips
from performances, reviews, interviews, and student productions.
However, none focuses solely on Indian cinema, nor do they pro-
vide a systematic catalogue of Indian film adaptations of Shake-
speare’s plays across diverse Indian vernacular languages.

Previous efforts to document Indian film adaprations of Shake-
speare’s plays have been scattered or incomplete. Collections such
as Shakespeares after Shakespeare (Burt 2007) or Jos¢ Ramon Diaz
Fernandez’s selected filmographies (2004, 2008, 2011, 2016, 2017,
2023) have acknowledged some Indian adaprations, albeit only
partially. The most comprehensive listing to date remains the fil-
mography included in Shakespeare in Indian Cinemas: “Local Habita-
tions” (Trivedi and Chakravarti 2019).* Nevertheless, my dacabase
is the first to bring together all Indian film adaptations of Shake-
speare’s plays across different languages and across both colonial
and postcolonial periods, and the first to include bibliography for
cach entry.

This article analyzes the results that the digital database offers: it
identifies the most frequently adapted Shakespearean plays over-
all, as well as their distribution in the colonial and postcolonial
period; and it highlights the prevalence of remakes and plays-
within-the-films, along with the shift Vishal Bhardwaj’s trilogy
(2002, 2006, 2014) marked in the adaptation of Shakespeare on
the Indian screen. These findings inevitably hint at the complex
legacy of Shakespeare in India, but also reflect on the necessity of
rethinking the archive itself. By foregrounding non-Western voices
and vernacular languages, the digital database emerges as a post-
colonial counter-archive, since it contributes to a more inclusive,
global understanding of Shakespeare’s presence.

State of the art

To date, scholarly work that specifically focuses on the relation-
ship between the postcolonial archive and Shakespeare remains
limited, almost non-existent. However, there has recently emerged
an expanding field of study that engages with the postcolonial
archive in a wider context. Within this field, Ann Laura Stoler’s
Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common
Sense (2009) is a key text in which she rethinks how we read coloni-
al archives, focusing on Dutch colonial archives in the East Indies.
In this book — based on Derrida’s work on the archive — Stoler
argues that archives are not neutral, passive, or impartial reposi-

tories of information but rather active sites of power that produce
and promote colonial ideologics, i.c. “taxonomies in the making”,
as she puts it in an carlier work (2002, 91). For Stoler, archiving is
a political act characterized by silences and gaps that are as sig-
nificant as what is recorded. But Stoler also argues the archive is
a site of emotion — full of tension, frustration, and fear. Achille
Mbembe, in his well-known article “The Power of the Archive and
its Limits” (2002), equally highlights the archive’s political dimen-
sions, privileging its ritcual dimension. For Mbembe, the archive is
a contested site in which meaning is constantly reinterpreted. This
author also claims that an archived document no longer belongs
to its author but becomes the property of society at large. Thus,
these two approaches challenge the unified nature of the archive
and emphasize its constant transformation.

Similarly, Thomas Richards (1993) and Roberto Gonzalez Echevar-
ria (1990) develop the political dimension of the archive in their
works. Richards analyzes how the British Empire imagined icself
as a vast archive, which was used to control and support its pow-
er. Turning to literature, Echevarria emphasizes that the archive
serves as a structural framework through which Latin American
literature builds its identity. While Richards explores how the
empire imagined itself as having complete knowledge, Gonzalez
Echevarria understands the archive as a myth-making device. All
these works on the archive show its evolving and active nature,
since it is not merely a passive repository of facts but a powerful
and contested space. Interestingly, cach of these scholars approach-
es the archive from a different angle: as an emotional mechanism
(Stoler), a site of cultural ricual (Mbembe), an imperial fantasy
(Richards), or a literary framework (Gonzalez Echevarria). These
approaches provide a useful framework to analyze how Shake-
speare is appropriated, transformed, and rewritten in a postcolo-
nial context such as India.

Using Stoler’s notion of the archive — an emotional mechanism
— as a theoretical framework, this paper proposes that the digi-
tal database of Indian film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays can
function as a postcolonial counter-archive. This digital humani-
ties project questions the power structures that have frequently
shaped archives by highlighting Indian vernacular languages and
narrative forms outside the Western tradition. It explores how
Shakespeare is appropriated in India, localizes the playwright,
and exposes the limications of the Western canon. Therefore, this
online database becomes an archival project in its own right and a
form of critique, employing the potential of digital humanities to
challenge and reimagine the field of global Shakespeare.

Cataloguing Indian adaptations of Shakespeare plays: The data-
base

The database discussed here is part of my Marie Curie project
titled “Shakespeare and Indian Cinematic Traditions”, currently
housed at Queen’s University Belfast. It documents and examines
Indian film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays across linguistic and
regional boundaries, is accessible via the university’s website, and
can be casily downloaded for research and educational purposes.

Compiling the database involved liaising with India’s National
Film Archive in Pune, Western India. However, the said archive
was incomplete and therefore had to be supplemented by a wide
array of secondary sources, such as book chapters, journal articles,
film catalogues, and regional film databases, all of which alluded
to adaptations in multiple Indian languages.



The database itself is still in an Excel spreadsheet format
and is organized to provide crucial information regarding cach
adaptation. Each entry includes the title of the films; the Shake-
spearean play on which it is based; the filmmaker’s name, country,
and language of production; names of producers and main actors;
notable events surrounding the film’s production or release; sup-
plementary notes on cach adaptation; references to brief allusions
to these adaptations in academic articles; an extensive bibliogra-
phy of scholarly sources focused on each adaptation; category of
identification — whether the films are adaptations or appropria-
tions, drawing on Sanders’ terminology — and information on the
availability of the films: where they can be watched, bought, or
rented, including whether English subtitles are available.

All the adaprations are organized alphabetically by film title,
with the year of release alongside. The earliest film documented
is Champraj Hado (1923), considered the world’s first adapration of
Shakespearc’s Cymbeline, a discovery attributed to Amrit Gangar

and cited in Shakespeare in Indian Cinemas (Trivedi and Chakravar-
ti 2019). Whenever a film is a remake of a previous adapration, this
information is also noted in the relevant section.

One of the most important sections of the database is the exten-
sive bibliography provided for each film with relevant scholarly
sources. These range from major monographs on Shakespeare in
Indian cinema to journal special issues such as “Shakespeare in
Indian Cinema” (Pulugurtha 2021) or “Adapting Shakespearcan
Romance in Indian Cinema” (Buckley and Garc{a—Periago 2025).}
The contributions of Diaz-Fernindez have also been especially
significant in enriching this database.

The database is a living document that continues to be updated
with new entries, including recent adaptations (the latest update
was in June 2025). As such, it functions both as a research tool
and as an evolving archival project that captures the complexity

of appropriating Shakespeare on the Indian screen.

ILLUSTRATION 1. Screenshot of the online database

1 TITLE PLAY

2 fthis Excel spreadsheet, so this material is not to be used/changed without my consent.

3

4 10ml LOVE (2010) A Midsummer Night's Dream
5

6 1942: A Love Story (1994) Romeo and Juliet

o

8

9 8x10 Tasveer (2009) Hamler

10 36 Chowringhee Lane (1981) King Lear/ Twelfth Night

14 Aamait Asal Eemait Kusal (2012)
15 Aan aka The Savage Princess (1952)

The Comedy of Errors
The Taming of the Shrew

19 Aasha (1957) Hamlet
20
21 Aankhen (1993) The Comedy of Errors

22 *Abba A Hudgi (1959) The Taming of the Shrew

23 Abe Hayar (1955)

24 Afsana (1951) The Comedy of Errors
25 Agneepath (1990) Hamlet/Macheth

26 Agni Varsha (2002) Hamlet

27

28 Akkada Ammayi Ikkada Abbayi (1996) Romeo and Juliet

29 Akeli Mat Jaiye (1963) The Comedy of Errors
30 Ambikapathy (1937) Romeo and Juliet

31 Ambikapathy (1957) Romeo and Juliet

32 Amari No. I (1999) The Comedy of Errors
331 Ambu (1953) Othello

34 Angoor (1982) The Comedy of Errors

DIRECTOR COUNTRY/STATE LANGUAGE
Sharat Katariya India Hinglish (Hindi+English) Alliance Media & E
Vidhu Vinod Chopra India Hindi Vinod Chopra Prodi
Nagesh Kukunoor India Hindi Sahara One Motion
Aparna Sen India English/Bengali/Hindi Film-Valas
Ranjan Shetty India Tulu Yodha Entertainmer
Mehboob Khan India Hindi/Urdu Mehboob Productio
M.V. Raman India Hindi Raman Productions
David Dhawan India Hindi Chiragdecp Internat
HL.L.N.Simha India Kannada Sri Jamuna Producti
Ramanlal Desai India Hindi Filmistan
Baldev Raj Chopra India Hindi Sri Gopal Pictures
Mukul Anand India Hindi Dharma Production:
Arjun Sajnani India Hindi Sunny Films, iDrea
E.V.V. Satyanarayana India Telugu Geetha Arts
Nandlal Jaswantlal India Hindi Ranjit Films
Ellis Dungan India Tamil Salem Shankar Film
P. Neelakantan India Tamil
Sandesh Kohli India Hindi A.K. Intcrnational,
M. Natesan India Tamil
Gulzar India Hindi Jai Singh

ILLUSTRATION 2. Screenshot of the bibliographic component of the database
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BRIEF ALLUSIONS TO THE FILMS IN BOOKS, ARTICLES, ETC.

Dickson, Andrew. Worlds Elsewhere. Journeys Around Shakespeare’s Globe. London: Penguin, 2016, p. 216.
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Results and discussion

The results provided by the database reveal crucial information
regarding the adaptation of Shakespeare’s works for the Indian
screen. The most frequently adapted play is The Comedy of Er-
rors, with fifty-eight adaptations in different regional languages,
such as Tamil, Malayalam or Hindi. This is closely followed by
Romeo and Juliet, with forty-two adaptations, and The Taming of
the Shrew, with twenty-cight adaptations. Concerning the com-
edies, the least frequently adapted is A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
with only two. As for the tragedies, Hamlet is the most frequently
adapted work after Romeo and Julier, with twenty-cight adapta-
tions. Macbeth has seen thirteen adaptations, whereas Othello has
been adapted ten times. King Lear only has two film adaptations:
Gunasundari Katha (1949) and Life Goes On (2009). Interestingly,
there is only one adapration of the histories — Said-e-Havas (1936)
— which is quite significant, given the overall popularity of Shake-
speare’s plays on the Indian screen. This suggests that this genre
has not resonated much with Indian filmmakers, possibly due to
its association with English identity and politics and its limited
relevance to Indian contexts.

These findings differ from those in the Western tradition. While
in India The Comedy of Errors is the favorite play for adapration,
tragedies tend to dominate in the West. The choice of The Comedy
of Errors as the favorite Shakespearean play in India may be as-
sociated with Indian storytelling traditions that favor farce and

most cases, Indian versions of Romeo and Juliet often go beyond
the love story, using it to deal with religion, caste, and region-
al politics. Remarkably surprising is The Taming of the Shrew’s
popularity in India. As can be seen in Illustration 3, this is the
third most adapted Shakespeare play there, which contrasts with
its declining reputation in the West due to its gender dynamics.
According to Ruth Vanita, The Taming of the Shrew has a special
force in modern India because “members of the college-educat-
ed public routinely participate in the drama of family arranged
marriage and the exchanges of dowries, and often witness male
violence against women” (2007, 86). Despite the popularity of A
Midsummer Night’s Dream in the West, particularly on stage, it has
rarely been adapted in India. This might be due to a lack of com-
mon ground between Elizabethan folklore and Indian mythology.
Shakespeare’s history plays are mostly ignored, possibly because
of their detailed political intrigues and specific English settings,
which may feel distant from Indian realities.

King Lear has seldom been adapted in India. The story of a divi-
sion of a kingdom can be read as an allegory for the Partition and
its traumatic aftermath; a resonance that may be emotionally and
politically difficult to confront. In addition, the play’s emotional
weight and lack of resolution make it especially difficult to adapt
in a cinematic culture that often favors narrative closure and hope.
Interestingly, the Shakespeare plays most frequently adapted in
India differed between the colonial and postcolonial periods. In
contrast to the postcolonial period, when the preferred plays for

ILLUSTRATION 3

Favourite Shakespearean plays to be
adapted

HISTORIES

KING LEAR

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM
OTHELLO

MACBETH

HAMLET

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW
ROMEO AND JULIET

THE COMEDY OF ERRORS

mistaken identities. According to Andrew Dickson, this play was
so successful in India because it “bore uncanny similarities” to a
major genre called prakarana — “stories of invented human char-
acters and their foibles”, focusing on love, money and mistaken
identities (2015, 220).

The second most adapted play is Romeo and Juliet; it holds a strong
presence in both Indian and Western traditions because of its
themes of love, conflict and familial opposition, which can be
casily translated across cultures and cinematic conventions. In

70

adaptation were those mentioned above, during the silent and
carly talkic eras of Indian cinema (1910s-19408), twenty-five adap-
tations were produced, although most are believed to be lost. Ac-
cording to Amrit Gangar, although India produced around “1338
silent films in this period, including 1290 full-length films and 48
short features [...] barely two percent of these films exist in the
National Film Archive of India based in Pune (Maharashtra), in
which there is not a single Indian ‘silent’ Shakespeare” (2019, 117).

Unexpectedly, the Shakespearcan work most frequently



adapted in this period was Cymbeline, with four adapta-
tions, closely followed by Hamle, Macbeth, and The Merchant of
Venice, with three adaptations each. The popularity of these plays
can be traced back to Parsi theater, which was the main source for
the majority of them.* Parsi theater was characterized by its own
unique method of translation, since it was interested in appropri-
ating the stories and Indianizing the source texts via the intro-
duction of Indian songs, or the transformation of tragedies into
comedies, as in the Parsi adaptations of King Lear, which reworked
the original tragedy into a comic form (Das 2006, 43). This carly
cinematic engagement with Shakespeare, strongly shaped by Parsi
theater conventions, illustrates how Indian filmmakers were not
merely adapting but actively transforming Shakespeare to align
with local tastes, traditions, and the sociopolitical context of the
time.

ILLUSTRATION 4

Favourite plays to be adapted during the colonial
period

mCymbeline mHamlet m Macbeth The Merchant of Venice  mKing Lear

The popularity of these plays had clear political connotations.
Cymbeline’s popularity is especially remarkable. Out of seven si-
lent films identified as Shakespearean, three cither directly or
loosely adapted Cymbeline, the first being Champraj Hado (1923).
Given that Cymbeline’s plot involves a colonized Britain resisting
Roman domination, it could be subtly repurposed to comment on
British colonial rule - i.c., it could serve as an allegory of India’s
own struggle for independence, especially in later colonial years.
According to Amrit Gangar (2019, 118), the popularity of Ham-
let can be related to a famous political cartoon published in the
February issue of The Hindi Punch in 1904, in which Lord Curzon,
the British Viceroy in India, appeared as Hamlet at the Vice-regal
Theatre, Calcutta, with the following text: “The crime is out of
joint: O, cursed spite, / That ever I was born to set it right”. These
instances demonstrate how Shakespeare’s works, even during the
colonial period, served as potent vehicles for political expression
and anti-colonial sentiment.

In the posteolonial period, the plays most frequently adapted to
the screen were The Comedy of Errors, Romeo and Juliet, and The
Taming of the Shrew, but Shakespeare’s presence was an “unnoticed
and unacknowledged presence — a unique appropriation” (Trivedi
2007, 48). Given Shakespeare’s role as a colonial tool, Indian film-
makers in the postcolonial period appropriated and reimagined
his works in distinctively original ways — often without explicit-
ly acknowledging the source. In fact, the database equally reveals
that Indian appropriations of Shakespeare’s works are significant-
ly more prominent than direct adaptations. According to Julie
Sanders,

appropriation frequently affects a more decisive journey
away from the informing source into a wholly new cultur-
al product and domain. A text or texts may be taken out

of their original context and, whether subtly or radically,
reformed into a new product that includes a decisive ide-
ological or political shift. (2006, 26)

Some Indian adaptations do not merely reinterpret Shakespeare’s
plays: they dramatically reshape them, sometimes even changing
tragic endings into happy ones, as mentioned in the section of
notes in the database. The database, for example, lists several Ro-
meo and Juliet adaptations that end on a hopeful note, such as Bob-
by (dir. Raj Kapoor, 1973), Maine Pyar Kiya (dir. Sooraj Barjatya,
1989), and Issaq (dir. Manish Tiwary, 2013). There are also adapta-
tions of King Lear that reimagine its famously bleak conclusion’
Among these reinterpretations, Angoor (dir. Gulzar, 1981), based
on The Comedy of Errors, stands out for its distinctively playful take
on Shakespeare. In one scene, the Bard himself appears to wink at
the audience — an image that cleverly captures how Indian cine-
ma has often approached Shakespeare: with both reverence and
irreverence. This wink encapsulates a broader culcural approach:
Shakespeare’s presence is acknowledged, even honored, but also
localized, reimagined, and sometimes lightly mocked. In doing
s0, Indian cinema reclaims Shakespeare as a postcolonial figure,
transforming his authority into a culcural product that is fluid
and open to reinterpretation.

Recently, the trend in Indian cinema seems to have moved from
loosely inspired appropriations of Shakespeare’s plays toward ad-
aptations. This change is closely linked to Vishal Bhardwaj’s trilo-
gy: Magbool (2003), Omkara (2006), and Haider (2014), which rein-
terpret Macbeth, Othello, and Hamlet, respectively. These films were
box-office successes both at home and abroad, and they marked
a turning point in how Indian filmmakers approach Shakespeare.
The database shows this shift not only in the growing interest in
Bhardwaj’s work but also in the number of direct adaptations
that followed. While carlier Indian cinema favored unacknowl-
edged appropriations, Bhardwaj’s explicit engagement with the
Shakespearean source texts redefined the landscape. His acknowl-
edgment of Shakespeare’s works, together with localized and po-
litically charged reinterpretations, revitalized the adaptation of
Shakespeare’s plays on the Indian screen. Curiously enough, the
scholarly focus on Bhardwaj’s trilogy has not only legitimized the
Indian adaptation of Shakespeare’s works as a rich field of study
but has even led to a retrospective cultural recovery of carlier ad-
aptations — films that preceded Magbool but were previously over-
looked or critically neglected. This renewed interest has helped
place these films within a larger story of Indian Shakespearean
cinema, uncovering connections that might have been overlooked
before. Since, as Waheed notes, “the archive is far from stable”
(2017, 3), this digital collection remains open to updates: newly
discovered films could add fresh layers and complexity to the
study of Shakespeare on the Indian screen.

In addition, the database also reveals an unusual pattern con-
cerning the number of remakes that are made of successful ad-
aptations. As Tain Smith and Constantine Verevis note (2017, 7),
Indian cinema, and especially the Mumbai-based Bollywood in-
dustry, has a long tradition of remaking films, reaching its peak
in the post-1990s context. Some remakes occur within the same
language but across different decades. For instance, Eradu Kanasu
(dir. Madan, 2017), based on Romeo and Juliet, is a remake of the
carlier Eradu Kanasu (dir. Dorai and S. K. Baghavan, 1974). Others
are cross-linguistic remakes, such as Saprapadi (dir. Kar, 1961) in
Bengali and Ratha Thilagam (dir. Mirasi, 1963) in Tamil, both based
on Othello. Further examples include Billa (dir. R. Krishnamurthy,
1980), a Tamil appropriation of The Comedy of Errors, which



was remade under the same title in Telugu in 2009. A sim-
ilar case is Maro Charitra, originally made in Telugu in 1978 and
based on Romeo and Juliet, which was remade as Ek Duuje ke Liye in
1981 in Hindji, and then again in 2010 under the same title. While
Ek Duuje ke Liye preserved the tragic ending of the 1978 version,
the 2010 remake opted for a significant change, transforming the
story into one with a happy ending.

If the appropriation of Shakespeare in India is already complex,
it becomes even more so with these remakes. The source text is
no longer the Shakespearean play, but rather an carlier adapta-
tion of the Shakespearean text, resulting in a process of parody
or pastiche. In many of these Indian remakes, the Shakespearecan
play becomes only a distant echo, a spectral presence, since what
is adapted is not the original text but a prior interpretation or
localized version of it. In this context, Julie Sanders’s concept of
pastiche (2006) is crucial, as it captures how contemporary adap-
tations engage in an intertextual dialogue that involves both im-
itation and transformation. The 2010 Maro Charitra, for instance,
functions as a pastiche not only of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet
but also of earlier cinematic appropriations. These remakes thus
resist linear readings of adaptation and call for a more fluid un-
derstanding of influence — more in line with Lanier’s use of rhizo-
matic theory (2014) — since Shakespeare is no longer a fixed origin,
but one element in a network of cultural influences.

A curious feature highlighted by the database is the recurring use
of plays-within-the-films — a device that not only echoes Shake-
speare’s original plays with plays-within-the plays, such as Hamlet
or A Midsummer Night's Dream, but also reflects a tradition of stag-
ing Shakespeare within educational settings. In Anbu (dir. Nate-
san, 1953), Saptapadi (dir. Kar, 1961), and Ratha Thilagam (dir. Mira-
si, 1963) — the three based on Othello — college productions of the
Shakespearean tragedy are staged within the films (Garcia-Peria-
go 2021). Another instance is In Othello (dir. Roysten Abel, 2001),
which actually revolves around an embedded performance of the
Shakespearcan tragedy to highlight tensions among the protag-
onists (Garc{a—Pcriago 2023). Life Goes On (dir. Sangeeta Datra,
2009), a diasporic appropriation of King Lear, also includes — al-
though tangentially — a play-within-the film in which one of the
protagonists is an actor with the Royal Shakespeare Company.®
Similarly, in Romil and Jugal - a queer reinterpretation of Romeo
and Juliet — and Isi Life Mein — looscly based on The Taming of the
Shrew — the protagonists perform the Shakespearcan plays that
help them develop their romantic relationship.

All these appropriations position Shakespeare within educational
institutions, such as schools or colleges, thus directly hinting at
the colonial history of Shakespeare’s role in India, where he was
used as a civilizing tool for colonial purposes to promote Brit-
ish cultural values and authority (Viswanathan 1989, 2-26). By
including Shakespearean performances in Indian films set in ed-
ucational contexts, these adaptations parody and reclaim Shake-
speare from his colonial function, turning these spaces into places
of resistance and cultural negotiation. Therefore, they activate
what Julie Sanders (2006) describes as pastiche: a form combining
imitation with transformation and ironic distance. Many of these
films not only refer to Shakespeare’s plays but also to earlier adap-
tations, participating in a rhizomatic network. Ultimately, these
scenes of plays-within-Indian films based on Shakespeare’s works
highlight how filmmakers are not simply adapting Shakespeare
but appropriating him and reframing his legacy through subver-
sion and narrative reinvention.

The notes section of the database further illustrates how Shake-
speare has been used to address political issues in India. Alcthough
Vishal Bhardwajs Haider (2014), which deals with the Kashmir
conflict, is often viewed as the starting point for connecting
Shakespeare to Indian politics, the database shows that such en-
gagements were already occurring prior to this film. Several film
adaptations of his plays have explored the “Raj-era nostalgia and
its hangovers” (Chatterjee and Taneja 2017, n.p.). Merchant-Ivory’s
Shakespeare Wallah (1965), Aparna Sen’s 36 Chowringee Lane (1981),
and Rituparno Ghosh’s The Last Lear (2007) critically examine
colonial legacies, using Shakespeare to reflect on the decline of
the British Empire and its consequences. Diasporic films, such as
Deepa Mchta's Water (2005) — loosely based on Romeo and Julier—
and Sangeeta Dacta’s Life Goes On (2009) have addressed problem-
atic or taboo issues in India, including the oppressive treatment
of widows within Hindu traditions in the 1930s (Water) or the
Partition (Life Goes On). At a more regional level, Maro Charitra
(dir. K. Balachander, 1978) deals with the cultural and linguistic
divide within India — especially between Telugu-speaking and Ta-
mil-speaking communities. South Indian director Jayaraj’s Malay-
alam Shakespearean trilogy — Kaliyattam (1997), Kannaki (2002),
and Veeram (2014), based on Othello, Antony and Cleopatra and
Macbeth respectively — explore local concerns, such as casteism
(Kaliyattam). At the intersection between Shakespeare and Indi-
an politics, Vishal Bhardwaj’s trilogy stands out at a more global
level. His adaptations — Magbool (2003), Omkara (2006), and Haider
(2014) — engage with themes such as corruption, religious funda-
mentalism, and caste hierarchies to reflect on socio-political dy-
namics. Ultimately, the database affirms that Indian adaptations
of Shakespeare’s plays are politically charged reinterpretations
rather than passive recellings.

ILLUSTRATION 5

Film Adaptations of Shakespeare's plays in Indian
vernacular languages
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The database equally reveals that Hindi is the most frequently
used language for Indian adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays, with
cighty-four films using it. Tamil ranks second with twenty-seven
films, followed by Kannada (seventeen), Bengali (twelve), Malay-
alam (cight), and Marathi (five). Assamese only has two adapta-
tions: We Too Have Our Own Othellos (dir. Hemanta Kumar Das,
2014) and In Othello (dir. Roysten Abel, 2002), the latter occasion-
ally including the language. This distribution highlights Hindi's
dominance in the Indian film industry. The significant gap be-
tween Hindi and other Indian vernacular languages reflects the
centralization of film production in Bollywood, where Hindi is
the main language used. The inclusion of other Indian vernacular
languages indicates an ongoing, though more limited, engagement
with the Shakespearcan canon across different languages. The
scarcity of Assamese appropriations may be related to cultural
factors. Given that Assamese cinema operates at a more



local level, themes that are central to Shakespearcan plays
may not resonate with local cultural contexts and the socio-polit-
1(41 realities of Assam, a region that has frequently dealt with po-
litical instability and tensions. In addition, the limited exposure
to Shakespeare at Assamese schools, together with the rise of pop-
ular film genres may also have contributed to the limited number
of Shakespearean adaprations on the Assamese screen. Thus, the
results underscore how linguistic and regional cinematic tradi-
tions shape the adaptation of Shakespeare in India.

Conclusion

In Deepa Mchta’s Bollywood/Hollywood (2002), one of the char-
acters — the grandmother - is a Shakespeare enthusiast who in-
cessantly quotes — or rather misquotes — Shakespeare’s plays. In
one memorable moment, she says: “I'm here not to bury Caesar,
but to praise him” (2002, 01:19:37). The grandson then skeptically
asks, “Shakespeare?” and the grandmother finally declares: “I don’t
know, what's the difference? The meaning is clear: bury the past,
praise the future” (2002, or:19:42). This fragment illustrates a mis-
quotation on the grandmother’s part. Instead of using Antony’s
ironically loaded line “I come here to bury Caesar, not to praise
him” — which is in fact intended to praise Caesar — she removes
the irony and clearly shows her intention of praising her grand-
son’s girlfriend. Here, she refuses to acknowledge the Shakespear-
can source, revealing her appropriation of the play. This episode
alludes to the use of pastiche and subversion characteristic of
many Indian Shakespeare adaptations, where meaning is reshaped
through localization and subversive reinterpretation.

This example illustrates the processes that the digital dacabase
of Indian film adaprtations of Shakespeare’s plays secks to docu-
ment and analyze. As argued throughout this paper, the database
constitutes a postcolonial counter-archive. Drawing on Stoler’s
theory of the archive (2009) as a politically charged site, the data-
base reframes Shakespeare as a malleable, continually re-localized
presence. The data collected emphasize the interaction between
adaptation and appropriation in Indian cinema, revealing how
Shakespeare’s texts have been reimagined and actively rewritten
across time periods and languages.

The database challenges the dominance of the Western canon.
The significance of The Comedy of Errors as the most frequently
adapted play, the difficult history of Cymbeline adaptations dur-
ing the colonial period, and the political symbolism of Hamler
and King Lear reflect how Indian filmmakers have localized and
politicized Shakespeare’s works. The shift from appropriations to
direct, acknowledged adaptations — especially after the success of
Vishal Bhardwayj’s trilogy — signals a new era in Shakespeare on the
Indian screen. Moreover, the frequent use of plays-within-films,
linguistic diversity, and intertexcuality — with cases of pastiche
and rhizomatic structures — highlight the complexity of Indian
appropriation of Shakespeare. Beyond localizing Shakespeare,
many of these films critique the colonial heritage of Shakespeare
in India. As a result, the database itself is more than a repository;
it is a critical intervention transforming the archive into a space
of dialogue and resistance. Thus, this online database also contrib-
utes to the field of global Shakespeare by foregrounding
postcolonial narratives; it is fragmentary, evolving, and a work-in-
progress, developing new ways of reading Shakespeare as a site of
negotiation in postcolonial India.

This article is one of the outcomes of the research project “Film
And Fiction: Adaptation and Rewriting”, financed by Fundacion
Séneca.
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Notes

1 The analysis of the database is in line with the analysis of CIRCE.
See Huertas-Martin (2025).

2 As Trivedi and Chakravarti note in the introduction to the col-
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lection (2019), Thea Buckley, Koel Chatterjee and Trivedi herself
contributed to this filmography.

3 These are the major monographs on Shakespeare and Indi-
an Cinema: Poonam Trivedi and Dennis Bartholomeusz (2005);
Craig Dionne and Parmita Kapadia (2014); Shormishtha Pan-
ja and Babli Moitra Saraf (2016); Poonam Trivedi and Paromita
Chakravarti (2019); Poonam Trivedi, Paromita Chakravarti and
Ted Motohashi (2020); Thea Buckley, Mark Thornton Burnett,
Sangeeta Datta and Rosa Garcia-Periago (2022); Varsha Panjwani
and Koel Chatterjee (2023).

4 The term Parsi theater refers to a style of commercial theatre
that emerged in Mumbai in the 1850s, mainly developed by Parsis,
a Zoroastrian community originally from Persia who had settled
in India. It blended Indian themes with Western theatrical con-
ventions, creating a hybrid form that was popular and entertain-
ing.

5 One remarkable example is Gunasundari Katha (1949), whose
ending, as Pulugurtha notes, is “reminiscent of Nahum Tate’s ver-
sion of King Lear” (2019, 67).

6 To my knowledge, this is the first online database to include
diasporic films.
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