Alex and Kotta 181

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ENGLISH
LANGUAGE RESEARCH STUDIES (IJELRS)

(Open Access, Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Journal)

—_______ -
EDU SCHOOL

ijelrs.com

ISSN Online: 3049-1894 ISSN Print

Echoes of Shakespeare: Intertextuality and Adaptation in
Modern Postcolonial Drama

Jisha Alex!, Basheer Kotta?

'Research Scholar, Department of English, Farook College (Autonomous), Calicut, affiliated to the University
of Calicut, Kerala, India.
2Research Supervisor, Farook College (Autonomous), University of Calicut,Kerala,India.

Article information

Received: 12t September 2025 Volume: 2
Received in revised form: 16" October 2025 Issue:4
Accepted: 17" October 2025 DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18081408

Available online: 20" December 2025

Abstract

This article examines the strategic appropriation and transformation of Shakespearean texts in modern
postcolonial drama, arguing that postcolonial playwrights engage with Shakespeare not merely to challenge
colonial cultural authority but to create new theatrical vocabularies capable of addressing contemporary political
and cultural concerns. Drawing on theories of intertextuality, adaptation studies, and postcolonial criticism, this
study analyses selected works by Aimé Césaire, Wole Soyinka, and Derek Walcott to investigate how these
dramatists reimagine canonical Shakespearean plays from perspectives historically marginalized by colonial
discourse. The research employs a qualitative textual analysis methodology, examining dramatic texts alongside
performance documentation and scholarly interpretations. The findings reveal that postcolonial Shakespeare
adaptations operate through multiple strategies: confrontational rewriting that explicitly challenges the source
text's ideological assumptions; translocation that resituates Shakespearean narratives within postcolonial contexts;
and synthetic integration that weaves Shakespearean elements into indigenous theatrical traditions. The article
argues that these adaptations constitute acts of cultural reclamation that simultaneously acknowledge
Shakespeare's global cultural authority and contest the colonial structures through which that authority was
disseminated. This study contributes to ongoing scholarly conversations about world literature, theatrical
adaptation, and the politics of canon formation in postcolonial contexts.

Keywords:- Shakespeare, Postcolonial Drama, Adaptation, Intertextuality, Aimé Césaire, Wole Soyinka, Derek
Walcott, The Tempest, Colonial Discourse, World Literature.

Introduction

William Shakespeare occupies a peculiar position in postcolonial cultural politics. On
one hand, Shakespeare's works were deployed as instruments of colonial education, held up as
exemplars of civilized literary achievement against which colonized cultures were measured
and found wanting. Colonial administrators and educators promoted Shakespeare as the
pinnacle of English literary culture, making familiarity with his works a prerequisite for
advancement within colonial institutions. On the other hand, the same plays that served colonial
purposes have been appropriated by postcolonial writers and theatre practitioners as vehicles
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for anticolonial critique and cultural self-assertion. This paradoxical relationship, in which
Shakespeare functions simultaneously as symbol of colonial authority and resource for
resistance, has generated a rich tradition of postcolonial Shakespearean adaptation.

The phenomenon of postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation raises fundamental questions
about intertextuality, cultural authority, and the politics of literary canonicity. When Aimé
Césaire rewrites The Tempest to foreground Caliban's resistance to Prospero's colonization, or
when Wole Soyinka stages Yoruba ritual within Shakespearean dramatic frameworks, these
creative acts engage complex negotiations between metropolitan cultural forms and local
theatrical traditions. Such adaptations neither simply reject Shakespeare as irremediably
colonial nor uncritically celebrate his universal genius; instead, they interrogate the conditions
under which Shakespeare has achieved global cultural dominance while demonstrating that his
texts remain open to radical reinterpretation.

This article investigates intertextuality and adaptation in modern postcolonial drama
through analysis of works by three major playwrights: (Cesaire), the Martinican poet and
dramatist whose Une Tempéte reimagines Shakespeare's late romance from Caliban's
perspective; Wole Soyinka, the Nigerian Nobel laureate whose theatrical practice synthesizes
Yoruba performance traditions with Western dramatic forms; and Derek Walcott, the Saint
Lucian poet and playwright whose work negotiates Caribbean cultural inheritances including
both African and European traditions. Through close reading informed by adaptation theory
and postcolonial criticism, this study addresses the following research questions: How do
postcolonial dramatists strategically appropriate and transform Shakespearean source texts?
What functions do these adaptations serve in postcolonial cultural and political contexts? And
how do such works challenge or reconfigure the relationship between canonical metropolitan
literature and emergent postcolonial theatrical traditions?

Literature Review
Theories of Intertextuality and Adaptation

The concept of intertextuality, developed by (Kristeva) from Mikhail Bakhtin's
dialogism, provides essential theoretical grounding for understanding postcolonial
Shakespeare adaptation. Kristeva argued that every text constitutes a "mosaic of quotations,”
absorbing and transforming other texts rather than expressing an autonomous authorial
intention. This perspective challenges notions of original genius and singular authorship,
reconceptualizing literary production as an ongoing process of textual dialogue. For
postcolonial adaptation, intertextuality theory legitimizes transformative rewriting as a creative
practice equivalent to "original™ composition rather than derivative imitation.

Adaptation studies has developed sophisticated frameworks for analysing how texts
move across media, cultures, and historical periods. Linda Hutcheon's A Theory of Adaptation
distinguishes between adaptation as product (the resulting work) and adaptation as process (the
creative labour of transformation. Hutcheon emphasizes that adaptation involves interpretation
and creation, not merely reproduction; adapters necessarily make choices about what to
preserve, modify, or discard from source texts. This framework proves particularly useful for
postcolonial adaptations, which often make explicit their interpretive interventions into
canonical materials.

Julie Sanders's Adaptation and Appropriation introduces a useful distinction between
these two modes of intertextual engagement. Adaptation, in Sanders's usage, signals a
relatively proximate relationship to a recognized source text, while appropriation involves
more distant, often contestatory engagements that may not announce their sources explicitly.
Many postcolonial Shakespeare adaptations operate in an ambiguous zone between these
categories: they clearly announce their Shakespearean sources while radically transforming
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their ideological orientations. This ambiguity itself becomes meaningful, positioning
postcolonial texts simultaneously within and against Western literary traditions.

Shakespeare and Colonial Education

Understanding postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation requires attention to the historical
conditions through which Shakespeare became a global cultural phenomenon. Viswanathan's
Masks of Conquest demonstrates how English literary education, including Shakespeare,
functioned as an instrument of colonial governance in India. Colonial administrators promoted
English literature as a means of producing colonial subjects who would internalize British
cultural values and serve as intermediaries between colonizers and colonized populations.
Shakespeare occupied a privileged position in this educational apparatus, represented as the
supreme embodiment of English literary achievement.

Ania Loomba and Martin Orkin's Post-Colonial Shakespeares traces how Shakespeare
was deployed across different colonial contexts, from India to Africa to the Caribbean. The
collection demonstrates that colonial Shakespeare was never monolithic; different plays served
different ideological purposes, and colonial subjects engaged with Shakespeare in varied ways,
sometimes internalizing colonial valuations and sometimes finding resources for resistance
within the texts themselves. This complex reception history shapes the terrain on which
postcolonial adaptations operate.

Thomas Cartelli's Repositioning Shakespeare examines how postcolonial writers have
strategically repositioned Shakespeare's cultural authority. Cartelli argues that postcolonial
adaptations neither reject Shakespeare outright nor accept his canonical status uncritically;
instead, they engage in "collaborative appropriation™ that acknowledges Shakespeare's cultural
power while redirecting it toward anticolonial purposes. This framework helps explain why
postcolonial writers so frequently return to Shakespeare rather than simply abandoning the
colonial canon.

Postcolonial Drama and Performance

Postcolonial drama occupies a distinctive position within postcolonial literary studies.
Unlike the novel, which developed primarily within European modernity, theatrical
performance exists across virtually all human cultures, providing postcolonial dramatists with
rich indigenous traditions to draw upon. Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins's Post-Colonial
Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics surveys the range of strategies through which postcolonial
theatre practitioners have negotiated between Western dramatic conventions and local
performance traditions, including ritual incorporation, language experimentation, and spatial
transformation.

Brian Crow and Chris Banfield's An Introduction to Post-Colonial Theatre emphasizes
the embodied, communal dimensions of theatrical performance that distinguish drama from
literary genres consumed in private reading. When postcolonial dramatists adapt Shakespeare,
they adapt not only textual material but theatrical conventions: staging practices, actor-
audience relationships, and the social functions of performance. These adaptations thus engage
questions of cultural form as well as ideological content.

Scholarship on specific postcolonial dramatists has examined how individual authors
negotiate Shakespearean inheritance. Rob Nixon's influential essay "Caribbean and African
Appropriations of The Tempest" traces how Caribbean and African writers have reimagined
Prospero-Caliban dynamics as allegories of colonialism. Biodun Jeyifo's work on Wole
Soyinka examines how Soyinka synthesizes Yoruba theatrical traditions with Western dramatic
forms, creating a distinctive syncretic practice. These studies inform the present analysis while
leaving room for comparative examination across different postcolonial contexts.
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Methods

This study employs a qualitative textual analysis methodology grounded in comparative
literature, adaptation studies, and postcolonial theory. The research design is interpretive,
seeking to generate nuanced readings of how selected dramatic texts engage with
Shakespearean sources through close attention to textual transformation, theatrical convention,
and ideological reorientation. The analytical framework synthesizes concepts from
intertextuality theory, adaptation studies, and postcolonial criticism to illuminate the multiple
dimensions of postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation.

The primary texts selected for analysis represent major works of postcolonial
Shakespearean adaptation from different geographical and cultural contexts. Aimé Césaire's
Une Tempéte, subtitled "An Adaptation for a Black Theatre,” rewrites The Tempest from the
perspective of Caliban as anticolonial revolutionary. . Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's
Horseman, while not a direct Shakespeare adaptation, engages profoundly with questions of
tragedy, ritual, and colonial encounter that resonate with Shakespearean dramatic traditions. .
Derek Walcott's A Branch of the Blue Nile depicts a Caribbean theatre company rehearsing
Antony and Cleopatra, using the play-within-a-play structure to examine Caribbean
relationships with Shakespearean inheritance. These texts were selected to represent different
strategies of engagement with Shakespeare across the African and Caribbean diaspora.

The analysis proceeds through comparative close reading that examines:

e Structural transformations, including how adapters modify plot, character, and dramatic
form

e Linguistic strategies, including translation, code-switching, and the incorporation of non-
european languages and speech registers

e Theatrical conventions, including staging practices, ritual elements, and performer-
audience relationships

¢ ldeological reorientations, including how adaptations shift the political and philosophical
implications of source materials.

Secondary sources include published scholarship on the selected dramatists, reviews
and documentation of theatrical productions, and theoretical texts from adaptation studies and
postcolonial criticism.

The study acknowledges certain limitations. The focus on three major canonical
postcolonial dramatists excludes many other significant Shakespeare adaptations from Africa,
the Caribbean, South Asia, and other postcolonial regions. The emphasis on dramatic texts
rather than performance documentation limits attention to the embodied dimensions of
theatrical adaptation. Additionally, the analysis focuses on male dramatists, reflecting
historical patterns of canonical recognition while excluding important work by women
playwrights. Future research might address these limitations through broader surveys or
focused studies of underrepresented adaptation traditions.

Results
Aimé Césaire's Une Tempéte: Confrontational Rewriting

Aimé Césaire's Une Tempéte represents the most explicitly confrontational mode of
postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation. The play rewrites The Tempest from the perspective of
Caliban, transforming Shakespeare's "savage and deformed slave" into a conscious anticolonial
revolutionary who refuses Prospero's claim to legitimate authority. Césaire's subtitle, "An
Adaptation for a Black Theatre," announces both the racial politics and the theatrical context
that shape his transformation of the source text.

The analysis reveals that Césaire's primary strategy involves inverting the moral and
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political valences of Shakespeare's play. Where Shakespeare's Prospero appears as a wronged
duke whose magic enables the restoration of legitimate order, Césaire's Prospero becomes an
explicit colonizer whose claims to civilizing mission mask exploitation and domination.
Caliban, correspondingly, transforms from a figure of bestial recalcitrance into an eloquent
critic of colonial ideology who exposes the contradictions in Prospero's self-justifications. This
inversion does not require wholesale invention; Césaire finds resources for anticolonial reading
within Shakespeare's text itself, amplifying elements that destabilize Prospero's authority.

Césaire's linguistic strategies prove particularly significant. While the play is written in
French (subsequently translated into English), Caliban explicitly rejects the colonizer's
language as an instrument of domination. In a pivotal exchange, Caliban declares that he will
no longer answer to the name Prospero has given him, choosing instead to be called "X" in
allusion to Malcolm X and the African American tradition of rejecting slave names. This
gesture extends beyond Shakespeare's text to engage contemporary Black liberation
movements, situating the play within the political context of the late 1960s.

The introduction of Eshu, a Yoruba trickster deity, among the spirits of the island
signals Césaire's incorporation of African cultural resources. Eshu's presence challenges
Prospero’s magical authority by introducing a competing spiritual tradition that resists
assimilation to European frameworks. The play thus stages a confrontation not merely between
colonizer and colonized but between different cosmological systems, each with its own sources
of power and legitimacy. Césaire's adaptation demonstrates that confrontational rewriting can
expose the ideological investments of canonical texts while mobilizing those texts for
anticolonial purposes.

Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman: Synthetic Integration

Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman engages Shakespearean dramatic
traditions through synthetic integration rather than direct adaptation. The play does not rewrite
a specific Shakespeare play but creates an original work that brings Yoruba theatrical traditions
into dialogue with Western tragic form. Based on historical events in colonial Nigeria, the
drama depicts the disrupted ritual suicide of the king's horseman, whose failure to complete the
transition rite precipitates cosmic crisis. Soyinka's engagement with Shakespeare operates
through structural resonance, thematic parallel, and contested universalism.

The analysis identifies multiple points of contact between Soyinka's play and
Shakespearean tragedy. The figure of Elesin Oba, the king's horseman, invites comparison with
tragic protagonists like Hamlet or Macbeth: a figure of high status whose failure of will
produces catastrophic consequences. The play's concern with the proper relationship between
individual choice and cosmic order resonates with the metaphysical dimensions of
Shakespearean tragedy. Yet Soyinka insists, in his author's note, that the play should not be
reduced to a "clash of cultures” between colonizer and colonized; rather, it explores Yoruba
cosmology and the "numinous" realm that Western secular tragedy cannot accommodate.

Soyinka's theatrical practice synthesizes Yoruba performance elements with Western
dramatic conventions. The play incorporates music, dance, and ritual action drawn from
Yoruba tradition, creating a theatrical texture that exceeds the dialogue-centred conventions of
realistic drama. The market women who form a chorus, the praise-singing that articulates
Elesin's significance, and the ritual dimensions of the horseman'’s preparation all derive from
indigenous performance traditions. These elements are not decorative additions but constitutive
features that shape the play's meaning and effect.

The figure of the District Officer Pilkings, who intervenes to prevent Elesin's ritual
death, represents colonial authority's failure to comprehend Yoruba metaphysics. Pilkings
wears a captured egungun mask to a fancy dress ball, unknowingly profaning sacred ritual
objects; his intervention in Elesin's rite similarly mistakes cultural surface for essence,
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interpreting ritual suicide as barbaric custom rather than cosmic necessity. This
characterization critiques colonial epistemology, its inability to recognize knowledge systems
that exceed Western categories. Soyinka's synthetic integration thus produces a distinctively
postcolonial tragedy that acknowledges Western dramatic traditions while insisting on the
integrity and significance of Yoruba theatrical and metaphysical frameworks.

Derek Walcott's A Branch of the Blue Nile: Metatheatrical Reflection

Derek Walcott's A Branch of the Blue Nile engages Shakespearean inheritance through
metatheatrical reflection, depicting a Caribbean theatre company's struggles with Antony and
Cleopatra. The play-within-a-play structure enables Walcott to examine the cultural politics of
performing Shakespeare in the Caribbean without directly rewriting a Shakespearean text. The
result is a meditation on acting, authenticity, and the relationship between Caribbean theatrical
practice and metropolitan cultural authority.

The analysis reveals that Walcott uses the rehearsal frame to explore questions of
identity and performance that resonate beyond the immediate theatrical context. The actors
debate whether Caribbean performers can authentically inhabit Shakespearean roles: Can a
Trinidadian actress convincingly play Cleopatra? What relationship exists between the
performer's cultural identity and the character's historical specificity? These questions
implicitly challenge assumptions that Shakespeare's "universality” transcends particular
cultural locations while also refusing the opposite position that would restrict Shakespeare to
European performers.

Walcott's choice of Antony and Cleopatra proves strategically significant. The play's
representation of Egypt and the Mediterranean world raises questions about race, geography,
and cultural hybridity that resonate with Caribbean concerns. Cleopatra herself becomes a
contested figure: a queen of African territory whose racial identity has been debated across
centuries of performance and scholarship. By staging Caribbean performers grappling with this
role, Walcott makes visible the politics of casting and representation that often remain invisible
in mainstream Shakespearean production.

The play's representation of theatrical labour and community proves equally important.
Walcott depicts the struggles of maintaining a theatre company in the Caribbean, the financial
precarity, the competition with more lucrative opportunities elsewhere, and the question of
whether serious theatrical art can survive in postcolonial contexts. These concerns connect
Shakespearean adaptation to broader questions about cultural production in the Caribbean. The
metatheatrical structure thus enables reflection on both Shakespearean texts and the conditions
under which those texts are produced and received in postcolonial settings.

Walcott's linguistic texture interweaves Caribbean vernacular with Shakespearean
rhetoric. Characters shift between registers, sometimes speaking in Trinidadian dialect and
sometimes in elevated poetic language derived from Shakespeare. This code-switching
embodies the play's thematic concerns: Caribbean subjects inhabit multiple linguistic and
cultural registers simultaneously, and this multiplicity constitutes a resource rather than a
limitation. Walcott's metatheatrical adaptation thus demonstrates that engagement with
Shakespeare need not involve either wholesale rejection or uncritical acceptance; it can instead
produce nuanced negotiations that acknowledge complexity and ambivalence.

Discussion

The analysis reveals that postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation operates through
multiple, distinct strategies that cannot be reduced to a single model of "writing back" to the
metropolitan canon. Césaire's confrontational rewriting explicitly challenges the ideological
assumptions of the source text, inverting its moral valuations and mobilizing it for anticolonial
critique. Soyinka's synthetic integration creates original works that bring indigenous theatrical
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traditions into dialogue with Shakespearean dramatic conventions without directly adapting
specific plays. Walcott's metatheatrical reflection uses the frame of theatrical rehearsal to
examine the cultural politics of Shakespearean performance in postcolonial contexts. These
different strategies serve different purposes and produce different effects, demonstrating the
flexibility and resourcefulness of postcolonial engagement with canonical texts.

Despite their differences, the adaptations examined share certain common features. All
three playwrights refuse the binary choice between accepting Shakespeare as universal genius
and rejecting him as irredeemably colonial. Instead, they engage Shakespeare critically and
creatively, finding within his texts resources for anticolonial articulation while exposing the
ideological investments that shaped his canonization. This critical engagement acknowledges
that Shakespeare's global cultural authority is historically produced through colonial education
and cultural imperialism while insisting that postcolonial subjects can appropriate and
transform canonical materials for their own purposes.

The findings confirm theoretical perspectives that emphasize the productivity of
intertextual engagement. Hutcheon's distinction between adaptation as product and process
illuminates how postcolonial playwrights transform Shakespearean source materials through
interpretive choices that serve specific cultural and political purposes. Sanders's framework of
appropriation helps explain the contestatory dimension of these adaptations: they announce
their Shakespearean sources while radically reorienting their ideological implications. The
plays thus occupy an ambiguous position, simultaneously within and against Western literary
traditions.

The question of The Tempest's prominence in postcolonial adaptation deserves
particular attention. The play's narrative of island colonization, with its representation of
Prospero’s authority over Ariel and Caliban, provides an obvious allegory for colonial relations.
Yet this allegorical reading, while enabling powerful anticolonial appropriations like Césaire's,
risks reducing the complexity of both Shakespeare's play and postcolonial experience to a
single paradigm. Soyinka's refusal to work through direct adaptation, and Walcott's choice of
Antony and Cleopatra rather than The Tempest, suggest alternative modes of engagement that
do not depend on the colonizer-colonized allegory.

The theatrical dimension of these adaptations proves crucial. Unlike novelistic
rewriting, dramatic adaptation involves embodied performance, collective creation, and
specific conditions of theatrical production and reception. Soyinka's incorporation of Yoruba
ritual elements, Walcott's representation of Caribbean theatrical labour, and even Césaire's
designation of his play for "Black Theatre™ all acknowledge that Shakespearean adaptation in
drama engages theatrical institutions and practices as well as textual materials. This attention
to performance contexts distinguishes postcolonial dramatic adaptation from purely literary
modes of intertextual engagement.

The implications of these findings extend to broader debates about world literature and
canon formation. The persistence of Shakespeare in postcolonial theatrical practice suggests
that canonical texts remain powerful resources even for those critical of the cultural systems
that produced their canonical status. Postcolonial adaptation neither abolishes the canon nor
accepts it uncritically; instead, it demonstrates that canonical texts are open to transformation
and that authority over their meaning cannot be monopolized by metropolitan institutions. This
insight has implications for how we teach, study, and perform Shakespeare in an increasingly
globalized cultural landscape.

Conclusion

This article has examined intertextuality and adaptation in modern postcolonial drama
through analysis of works by Aimé Césaire, Wole Soyinka, and Derek Walcott. The findings
reveal that postcolonial playwrights engage with Shakespearean texts through multiple
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strategies, including confrontational rewriting, synthetic integration, and metatheatrical
reflection. These varied approaches share a common refusal of binary choices between
accepting and rejecting canonical authority; instead, they demonstrate that postcolonial
subjects can critically appropriate metropolitan cultural materials while transforming their
ideological orientations.

The analysis demonstrates that postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation constitutes a
significant mode of cultural production rather than derivative imitation of metropolitan
originals. By transforming Shakespearean texts through incorporation of indigenous theatrical
traditions, revaluation of marginalized characters, and reflection on the conditions of theatrical
production, postcolonial dramatists create works that contribute to ongoing conversations
about colonialism, identity, and cultural authority. These adaptations acknowledge
Shakespeare's global cultural power while contesting the colonial structures through which that
power was disseminated.

The study contributes to ongoing scholarly conversations about world literature,
theatrical adaptation, and postcolonial cultural production. By attending to the theatrical
dimensions of postcolonial Shakespeare adaptation, the analysis illuminates aspects of
intertextual engagement that purely literary approaches may overlook. The embodied,
communal nature of theatrical performance creates possibilities for cultural synthesis and
transformation that deserve continued scholarly attention.

Future research might extend this analysis in several directions. Studies of Shakespeare
adaptation in other postcolonial regions, including South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific,
could reveal different strategies and concerns shaped by distinct colonial histories. Attention
to women playwrights and their engagements with Shakespeare could address the gender
imbalance in existing scholarship. Research on contemporary production practices could
examine how theatrical institutions in both metropolitan and postcolonial contexts stage
Shakespeare adaptations, revealing the ongoing negotiations between canonical authority and
transformative appropriation. What remains clear is that the "echoes of Shakespeare” in
postcolonial drama are neither passive reflections nor simple rejections but active, critical
engagements that continue to reshape the global cultural landscape.
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