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The thesis is an attempt to write the first book-length study of Vishal Bhardwaj’s first trilogy
of film adaptations of Shakespeare great tragedies, Macbeth, Othello and Hamlet (the second
trilogy based on selected comedies and starting with an adaptation of Twelfth Night is in
preparation). Apart from contributing to the research of Bhardwaj’s work and film adaptations
of Shakespeare’s plays, the thesis discusses some problems dealt with in post-colonial and
globalization studies. Its brief title, which should be explained by a subtitle, refers both to the
late colonial ways of presenting Shakespeare in India (epitomized by Geoffrey Kendal’s film
Shakespeare Wallah, 1965) and to Bhardwaj’s way of presenting his Indian adaptations of
Shakespeare to the western audiences.

After an overlong introduction (the length and format of this chapter have been subject
to an extensive debate, which, | am afraid, has not led to a desired effect), which uses
Kendal’s film to explain colonial aspects of Shakespearean “salesmanship” and contrasts it
with some features of Bhardwaj’s promotion and marketing practices, the thesis deals in detail
with Bhardwaj’s Shakespearean adaptations, Magbool (2003), Omkara (2006) and Haider
(2014). The approach focusing on “narrative crises” in these adaptations sees Bhardwaj’s art
as “torn between issues of authenticity, fidelity, and originality” (p. 4). On the one hand,
Bhardwaj is viewed as a clever “salesman” whose marketing strategies aimed at western
audiences make him relapse to the outmoded “fidelity-driven approach” (p. 36 and elsewhere)
to Shakespeare adaptations, which is most conspicuous in the second half of Magbool. On the
other hand, Bhardwaj is credited with developing an authentic creative approach to
Shakespeare adaptation based on the Parsi theatre and its successor - Bollywood cinema. This
interpretation has succeeded in showing the intercultural dimensions as well as political
potential of Bhardwaj’s approach; however, the latter has been considerably “hamstrung” (p.
154 ff,) in Haider, because of the danger of the anti-government implications of the story and
its setting.

The main shortcoming of the thesis is the lack of proper analysis which would
establish clear distinctions among aesthetic, cultural, social and political traits of Bhardwaj’s
adaptations. The focus of the interpretation on rather arbitrarily chosen aspects of Bhardwaj’s
films (the power of the “gaze” in Magbool, the tension between caste and race in Omkara and
the question of terrorism in Haider) may accidentally reveal some generally relevant features
of Bhardwaj’s art. Nonetheless, this approach also diverts attention from serious political
questions articulated by Bhardwaj, such as for instance, “Is it true that Bollywood is run by
mafia?” (Magbool), “What is the role of gangs in Indian local politics?” (Omkara) and “What
political message has Haider for Indian audiences?” These and many other questions are
mostly not even asked. If asked, they are left — wholly or partly — unanswered, though it is
evident that they might produce a welcome contrast to the representations of Bhardwaj’s
“salesmanship”.

The standard of the Introduction, Conclusion and three interpretive chapters varies:
methodologically the best and most complex one is the Haider chapter. Even after many

supervisors’ comments and recommendations, the Introduction has remained structurally very
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